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ABSTRACT
The Urban Domestic: Homosocial Domesticity, Literature, And Culture in 19th and 20th Century
New York City
Krystyna Michael
Advisor: John Brenkman
My dissertation, The Urban Domestic: Homosocial Domesticity in the Literature and Culture
of 19 - and 20 -Century New York City, explores the relationship between transformations in
th

th

urban planning and domestic ideology through American literature. Specifically, I take up Walt
Whitman and Edith Wharton as two authors with distinctly ambivalent relationships to the
hetero-normative nuclear family and the ways New York’s built environment shaped and
controlled the nation’s gender and sexual politics. My reading bridges a critical gap between
studies of culture and its literary expressions on the one hand, and of architectural design and the
urban environment on the other. As I argue, the architectural shifts in New York’s urban and
domestic spaces provided opportunities for Whitman and Wharton to reimagine traditional
domesticity at the turn of the 20th century.
The project pairs each author with critical architectural developments: I examine Whitman’s
poetry alongside Frederick Law Olmsted’s and Calvert Vaux’s plans for Central Park, and look
at Edith Wharton’s late novels in the context of contemporary radical architectural feminists.
These pairings allow me to investigate how changes in New York City’s domestic architecture
and practices from 1850-1930 informed the reconfigurations of normative domestic spaces in
Whitman’s and Wharton’s writings. I show how Whitman, despite his posturing as “one of the
roughs,” and his overt rejection of conventional domesticity with its “rooms full of perfumes,”
was actually invested in a reconfiguration of the heterosexual domestic arrangement that had a
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parallel in the way the park’s famous cruising grounds inhabited a space designed for the white,
middle class family. And I explore how the charged, often uncanny scenes between women who
live together in Wharton’s late texts such as “The Old Maid” and Mother’s Recompense reveal
that Wharton shares with the material feminists arguing for new architectural configurations of
domestic space the sense that the home was a site of instability marked by potentialities of
female sociability, conflict, and power
Rather than authors more overtly concerned with the urban landscape such as Dreiser,
Howells, or Lippard, or with the more obvious elements of Whitman’s and Wharton’s urbanism,
I focus on Whitman’s and Wharton’s connection to the domesticated wildness of Central Park
and the alternative cooperative living arrangements in New York City to reveal long obscured
elements of gender and sexuality in these texts. I use popular women’s magazines to situate these
readings in the shift that occurred in domestic ideology from the rural farm to the modern city.
Whereas in the middle of the 19th century, the city was imagined to be a threat to proper, rural
domesticity, by the turn of the century, the city had become the seat of a modern, scientific, and
industrialized domesticity that needed to be brought to rural America by the first decades of the
20th century. New York City served during this period as the economic, intellectual, and
imaginative fulcrum of Victorian urbanism between the rise of industrial approaches to building
in the second half of the 19 century and the great migration to the suburbs that started in the
th

1930’s. Thus, my close study of urban domesticity during this period lends insight into the urban
imaginary that shaped the nation’s sense of itself in modernity.
I Bring attention to the complex treatment of urban domesticity in Whitman’s and Wharton’s
texts to deepen our understanding of their political orientations, as well as of the broader shifts
taking place in the literary genres of the long 19 century. Putting the poetry and prose of these
th
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authors in dialogue with contemporaneous architectural projects such as Central Park and
middle-class co-operative apartment buildings brings into focus the indeterminacy of the life of
literary work and built structures. It shows us how both Wharton and Whitman worked within
and against middle class, conservative forces in order to open up new spaces of imaginative
dwelling. Critical debates about this period’s domesticity have tended to focus on either its
cultural/literary or spatial/ architectural expressions. My dissertation bridges the gap between
these modes of criticism by examining the relationship between the spatial and literary
manifestations of urban domesticity in 19 century America. I thus revamp the question of the
th

domestic by eschewing the gendered bifurcation of criticism that looks either at women’s home
writing and literature or men’s architecture and design. My emphasis on queer domesticity,
furthermore, offers a way to think past the critical tendency to conflate of the domestic with
repressive and limiting categories of hetero-normative bourgeois culture in order to bring out its
resistive potential.
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Introduction
Edith Wharton’s late short story, “The Old Maid,” opens on two cousins in the dressing
room of an old, Knickerbocker New York City home. Charlotte has burst into Delia’s room to
announce that she is calling off her engagement to the son of a prominent New York family
because he insists she abandon the orphan child she has been caring for. As Charlotte explains to
Delia that she is unable to abandon the girl because the orphan is actually her illegitimate
daughter, Delia experiences the shock of this confession through the architecture of the room:
“Her married cousin looked at her with a start. Something thrilled in her voice that Delia had
never heard in it, or in any other human voice, before. Its echo seemed to set their familiar world
rocking, and the Axminster carpet actually heaved under Delia’s shrinking slippers” (Wharton,
“The Old Maid 49). This scene sets in motion the plot of the novella, which revolves around
Delia and Charlotte raising Charlotte’s child together in Delia’s soon-to-be late husband’s family
home. Delia and Charlotte thus reconfigure the middle class nuclear family and its relationship to
the inherited domestic property that physically registers the challenge they pose to it in the
passage above. This points to a central idea of my project: that urban domestic spaces
participated in changing prevailing gender and sexual norms at the end of the 19th and beginning
of the 20th centuries.
The Urban Domestic: Homosocial Domesticity in the Literature and Culture of 19 - and
th

20 -Century New York City investigates the impact of mid 19th- and early 20th-century American
th

urban planning and domestic ideology on the aesthetics of two authors crucial for understanding
the ways New York’s built environment shaped and controlled the nation’s gender and sexual
politics: Walt Whitman and Edith Wharton. The work of Whitman and Wharton is distinctly
ambivalent about the hetero-normative nuclear family and deeply invested in the domestic as at
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once a spatial realm and a particularly 19th century, American cultural practice. Interest in the
domestic manifests in Whitman’s drive in Leaves of Grass to bring the experience of the crowd
in the city and on the open road within a sphere of sentimental and erotic "adhesiveness" more
conventionally associated with domesticity and the home. And Wharton’s preoccupation with the
spatial and social dynamics of domesticity defined her design work and the central thrust of
much of her fiction. I contend that Whitman and Wharton work from within their representations
of middle class domesticity to subvert the 19th- and 20th-century cultural norms associated with
the bourgeois home. They evacuate the heterosexual nuclear family from their domestic
structures and replace it with urban homosocial networks that move fluidly between inside and
outside, private and public, personal and professional. The homosociality under study here
operates on a fluid continuum between platonic and erotic for both men and women,
complicating Eve Sedgwick’s formulation of the homophobia that disrupts male homosocial
relations (Sedgwick 1). These urban, homosocial domestic networks, I argue, are an artifact of a
broader ideological shift that occurred at the turn of the century from imagining the rural country
home as the seat of proper domesticity to locating modern, industrial home-making in large
urban centers. My readings of Whitman and Wharton are embedded among an interdisciplinary
range of primary documents that help me illustrate this historical shift in thinking about the
American home, including design manuals, park plans, and popular women’s magazines.
The main thrust of my project pairs Whitman and Wharton with critical architectural
developments: I examine Whitman’s poetry alongside Frederick Law Olmsted’s and Calvert
Vaux’s plans for Central Park, and look at Edith Wharton’s late novels in the context of
contemporary radical architectural feminists. These pairings allow me to investigate how
changes in New York City’s domestic architecture and practices from 1850-1930 informed the
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reconfigurations of normative domestic spaces in Whitman’s and Wharton’s writings. I show
how Whitman, despite his posturing as “one of the roughs,” and his overt rejection of
conventional domesticity with its “rooms full of perfumes” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855]
15). was actually invested in a reconfiguration of the heterosexual domestic arrangement that had
a parallel in the way the park’s famous cruising grounds inhabited a space designed for the
white, middle class family. And I explore how the charged, often uncanny scenes between
women who live together in Wharton’s late texts such as “The Old Maid” and Mother’s
Recompense reveal that Wharton shares a sensibility with the material feminists who were
arguing for new architectural configurations of domestic space such as Catharine Beecher,
Melusina Fay Pierce, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Both the material feminists and Wharton
viewed the home as a site of instability marked by potentialities of female sociability, conflict,
and power.
New York City served during this period as the economic, intellectual, and imaginative
fulcrum of Victorian urbanism between the rise of industrial approaches to building in the second
half of the 19 century and the great migration to the suburbs that started in the 1930’s. Thus, my
th

close study of urban domesticity as it manifested in New York during this period lends insight
into the urban imaginary that shaped the nation’s sense of itself in modernity. Rather than
authors more overtly concerned with the urban landscape such as Dreiser, Howells, or Lippard,
or with the more obvious elements of Whitman’s and Wharton’s urbanism, I focus on their
connection to the domesticated wildness of Central Park and the alternative cooperative living
arrangements in New York City to reveal long obscured elements of gender and sexuality in
these texts. Bringing attention to the complex treatment of homo-social urban domesticity in
Whitman’s and Wharton’s texts deepens our understanding of their political orientations, as well

4

as of the broader shifts taking place in the literary genres of the long 19 century. Putting the
th

poetry and prose of these authors in dialogue with contemporaneous architectural projects such
as Central Park and middle-class co-operative apartment buildings brings into focus the
indeterminacy of the life of literary work and built structures. It shows us how both Wharton and
Whitman worked within and against middle class, conservative forces in order to open up new
spaces of identity, identification, and imaginative dwelling.
Wharton and Whitman’s gendered and sexualized reordering of New York’s homo-social
urban domesticity dramatically transformed larger social and ideological movements in the
nineteenth century regarding ideas of domesticity.” As legions of young people began to leave
their rural homes for the opportunities of urban centers in the early 1800’s, domesticity
crystalized into an ideological defense against the perceived ethical and architectural chaos that
threatened the youth with dissolution in the metropolis. At the same time that the domestic ideal
took on this reified stability, however, practices in and representations of the American home
also served as the stage on which the seismic shifts in America’s racial and ethnic composition in
the lead up to and wake of the Civil War were registered and negotiated. The growing American
city was thus setting and impetus for the period’s thinking about domesticity as the domestic
emerged as a psychological, spatial, and literary means to manage the experience of the urban
environment. This dissertation takes up these themes of the 19th-century domestic in three related
registers: as a changing architectural space; a cultural practice bound up with the ideals of “true
womanhood” and the white, middle class home; and a psychological drive to tame, or
“domesticate,” the unruly physical and psychological terrain of the American city. Bringing
attention to the complex treatment of urban domesticity in Whitman’s and Wharton’s texts
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deepens our understanding of their political orientations, as well as of the broader shifts taking
place in the literary genres of the long 19 century.
th

I highlight the similarly structured strategies of urban domestication in the various
registers of the periodicals, park plans, and literature I examine, and ask how their spatial
practices relate to the social, cultural and political changes of the period. The domestic artifacts
under study here are marked by a preoccupation with the relationship between the inside and the
outside that Amy Kaplan has identified as emblematic of 19th-century American thinking about
the home and the nation. My conception of the dynamic between inside and outside in these
domestic texts builds on Kaplan’s argument that a racialized notion of the foreign underpinned
the rhetoric of domesticity that defined both the ideal home and national identity. I contend that
this figuration of the foreign also belies anxieties over literal and metaphorical contamination
from the urban street.
The anxiety over urban contaminants produces various defense mechanisms across these
different media. It manifests as health concerns in the design manuals through their constant
recursion to the question of how to regulate drafts, light, and germs. The issue takes on a
particularly ethnic valence in the home writing periodicals through their short stories and advice
columns on the proper management of immigrant domestic laborers brought into the home. The
park plans, in turn, formulate its project of urban domestication as a means to “civilize” the
ethnically diverse lower classes through carefully curated exposure to nature and, perhaps more
importantly, the spectacle of white, upper class manners and leisure. But the domestic figures
into the park as not only a metaphor for taming the city’s visual chaos and the unpredictable
behavior of the lower classes, but also, as Alan Trachtenberg has argued, in so far as the park
expanded the domain of respectable sociability for middle class women by serving as an
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extension of the front parlor where women could see and be seen in a mediated public space.
Therefore, the spatial economy and its regulation of contaminants at work in the domestic in the
narrow sense is also at work in the park.
The interest shared across these different projects in using the domestic to manage
physical and social urban “contaminants” manifests in aesthetic structures designed to use the
inside as a way of gaining control over the outside by incorporating it into the interior’s aesthetic
scheme. Because the ideal of 19tth and early 20th-century domesticity is particularly white and
middle class, domestic space in these works was, in Henri Lefebvre’s terms, produced, in order
to strengthen existing class and ethnic hierarchies (Lefebvre, The Production of Space 49).
Lefebvre’s theory that urban space operates in three linked but often conflicting registers
(perceived, conceived, and lived) has helped me conceptualize the dynamic between the ideals
undergirding design manuals and park plans on the one hand, and the homosocial and spatial
practices of 19th-century American culture on the other. Thus, for example, the highly exclusive
ritualized spectacle of middle class promenading in Central Park was a cultural practice that
worked against the park plan’s conception that the space would foster democratic exchange
across the classes. And, at the same time, the park’s infrastructure afforded the development of
homosexual cruising practices that defied the park’s alignment with middle class heteronormative domestic culture. In a similar vein, we will see how Wharton’s characters often use
the domestic structures designed to protect and reproduce the nuclear family as spaces for
alternative, often homo-social living arrangements.
Critical debates about this period’s domesticity have tended to focus on either its
cultural/literary or spatial/ architectural manifestations. The cultural and literary discussion has
been defined in large part by the famous tension between Ann Douglas’s The Feminization of
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American Culture (1977) and Jane Tompkins’ Sensational Designs (1986). Douglas and
Tompkins take up the domestic in terms of the ideology of sentimentality on which both the
popular conceptions of the realm of the white, middle class home and the literary form often
dubbed “domestic” or “women’s” was founded. Douglas viewed sentimentalism as the root
cause of women’s subjection, while Tompkins argued that the notion of sentiment and the
sentimental novel in particular actually gave women cultural power in so far as it attempted to
reorganize society from women’s perspectives. The polarization of this debate obscures the ways
in which the question of the domestic in 19th-century American culture opens onto a broader field
of ideologies and practices that defined not only the horizons of specifically women’s literary
and social practices, but also the period’s urban planning, varied literary genres, and national
identity. Here I am building on work such as that collected in Mary Chapman and Glenn
Hendler’s Sentimental Men (1999) that looks at the ways in which sentiment shaped canonical
literary and political men’s discourse in the public sphere.
Three other late 20th-century critics have been influential in shaping the way we think
about domesticity in the social and cultural register: Barbara Welter, who helped define the “Cult
of True Womanhood;” Gillian Brown, whose Domestic Individualism (1990) highlights the use
of domesticity as a trope for interiority; and Lora Romero, whose Home Fronts (1997) takes a
Foucauldian approach to examine the power structures that made the home a literal and
ideological grounds for conflict in the mid-nineteenth century. These works set up the terms of
my investigation into the domestic practices of the 19tth-century American home, and I intervene
in the field by extending their critical inquiry to cultural, spatial and literary forms not usually
thought of in relation to the ideological and spatial structures of the period’s domestic life. This
introduces the otherwise occluded homosocial networks that shaped domestic practices by
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bringing together a new kind of domestic urban archive that assembles artifacts and texts not
often discussed together.
In the spatial register of work on domesticity, architectural histories like those by Dolores
Hayden, Clifford E. Clark Jr. and Gwendolyn Wright have done much to situate the shifts in
American domestic architecture over the course of the 19th century in their social and political
contexts. Central to my study is Hayden’s The Grand Domestic Revolution (1982), which
examines the nineteenth century “material feminists” who argued that economic and spatial
aspects of American life produced gender inequality, and who called for reforms of domestic and
urban space along with wage-labor for housework. Hayden’s project provides important
groundwork for my inquiry because it reveals the extent to which 19th-century American domestic
architecture was treated as the site in which social and political issues were negotiated.
My dissertation bridges the gap between these modes of criticism by examining the
relationship between the spatial and literary manifestations of urban domesticity in 19th century
America. I thus revamp the question of the domestic by eschewing the gendered bifurcation of
criticism that looks either at women’s home writing and literature or men’s architecture and
design. This project extends those of other critics who have recently attended to the link
between urban architecture and literary forms. Literary critics Duncan Faherty, Betsy
Klimasmith, and David Faflik, in particular, have helped lay the groundwork for this field. In
Remodeling the Nation (2009), Faherty explores the ways representations of domestic
architecture in the early republic served to figure and negotiate national identity. Klimasmith’s At
Home in the City (2005) argues that urban domesticity produced new forms of subjectivity
evident in the literature written between 1850 and 1930, and Faflik’s Boarding Out (2012)
contends that a new literary form he dubs “boarding literature” arose out of the widespread
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practice of renting rooms in the 19th century. I bring this conversation together with other work
on gender, sexuality, and domesticity such as Kathryn R. Kent’s Making Girls Into Women
(2003) and Susan Fraiman’s “Bad Girls of Good Housekeeping” (2011) to explore the ways
American domestic architecture and practices, which are usually thought of as repressive and
conservative, actually left room for its inhabitants to re-configure and often deliberately misuse
the interior spaces of white, urban bourgeois city homes to foster homo-social and homosexual
social networks.
Before turning to the specific manifestations of this dynamic under study here, it is useful
to situate my project in broader critical issues surrounding domesticity. Questions of the
domestic cut across both historical and contemporary treatments of the generic and period
distinctions of 19th- and early 20th-century literary forms. In the 1850’s, Romanticists such as
Hawthorne and Melville reacted bitterly against the “scribbling women” whose domestic novels
exponentially outsold their own. In the 1870’s, Howells took up the theme of the domestic in his
formulation of realism as a politically charged turn toward the every day, and distanced his
project from the sentimental genre that articulated and disseminated the cult of domesticity. A
few decades later, Norris’ description of naturalism took as its point of departure a critique of
Howellsian realism for its treatment of the domestic. Norris claims that realism trivializes
domesticity by confining its representation to surface appearances and ordinary circumstances,
whereas naturalism plumbs the depths of everyday reality and brings the extraordinary—
heretofore imagined as great deeds performed in public—home, by reformulating it as a site in
which the unusual and amazing take place. Part of the naturalist project, therefore, as Jennifer
Fleissner makes clear in Women, Compulsion, Modernity (2004), was to recoup the domestic by
representing it in all its emotional and psychological importance. Modernists, finally, used
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domestic themes as the vehicle of their formal literary experimentation, so that the home lives of
Proust’s narrator, Leopold Bloom and Mrs. Dalloway were the fodder for those texts’
explorations of subjectivity.
Taking up the generic distinctions of the literature in this period from the perspective of
their treatments of the domestic shakes the conversation about representations of the domestic in
19tth-century literature loose from the tired debate over separate spheres ideology. It also reveals
the ways in which textual dynamics do not fit neatly into either the traditional treatment of
periodization nor the supposed thematic differences that mark their identities over and against
each other. Instead, attention to the relationship between the historical realities of domestic life
and the period’s literature shifts the inquiry into the realm of the spatial and brings other
contemporary art forms such as landscape architecture, domestic design and city planning into
critical perspective.
The broader questions about homosociality and the urban architecture of the domestic
that my dissertation addresses involve the relationship between the history and the art—or the
material conditions and the literary and spatial aesthetic forms—of the 19th and early 20th
centuries. Breaking away from a critical focus on the various modes through which literary
movements in this period articulated their treatment of lived reality, I follow Fredric Jameson in
asking instead how cultural artifacts—literary, popular, and architectural—manifest their shared
historical moment in sometimes conflicting, sometimes congruent ways. I treat the relationship
between history and art as neither a matter of mimesis on the one hand nor of world-building
resistance on the other. Rather, I take the aesthetic forms I study as having, in Jameson’s terms,
both ideological and utopian dimensions that symptomatically reflect and refract what was going
on with domestic life at the time. My project, however, historicizes Jameson’s theoretical
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perspective on aesthetic forms within the late nineteenth and early twentieth century scene of
urban domestic sexuality, and draws out the specific contradictions of the period’s ‘urban
domestic archive’ in the work of Whitman, Wharton, and architectural cultural artifacts.
I am principally interested in why and how urban domesticity becomes a model for
efforts in various cultural registers to process and control the modern, industrial experience at the
turn of the century, and how the impulse to control actually left open spaces for reconfiguring the
home and the identities it conferred. In the chapters that follow, I look at how this dynamic plays
out in representations of the domestic in popular home writing periodicals and through the
relationship between landscape architecture and poetry as well as domestic space and novelistic
realism.
In chapter one, I treat Whitman’s poetry and Olmsted and Vaux’s landscape architecture
as instances of “rhythmanalysis,” Henri Lefebvre’s term for a practice that shapes urban
experience by bringing together its noises, or disparate threads, into “an ensemble full of
meaning, transforming them no longer into diverse things, but into presences” (Lefebvre 23). I
show how Whitman’s poetry and Olmsted and Vaux’s park design sought to inspire democratic
feeling through rhythms that oscillate between peripatetic motion and contemplative repose. The
democratic feeling the park worked to foster was marked by middle class domestic culture from
the beginning, as it was conceived, funded, and promoted as a way of extending the realm of the
bourgeois home into the wilderness of the urban landscape (and thereby raising property prices
in the surrounding areas). Whitman participated in and courted bourgeois domestic culture as
well, despite his assertions of working class solidarity. This is most obviously evident in the
ornate jacket, stamped gold lettering, gold borders and marbled end papers of the 1855 edition of
Leaves of Grass, designed to appeal to the middle class women who bought similarly decorated
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literature to display in their parlors. I trace the ways the rhythmic structures of Leaves of Grass
and Central Park are in line with middle class, white domestic culture at the same time as they
foster alternative, queer identity formations such as those articulated in the Calamus section of
Leaves of Grass and those fostered in the cruising grounds of the park. I argue that Whitman’s
concept of adhesive attachment takes on the structure and affective trappings of mainstream,
heterosexual domestic intimacy, but re-inhabits it with erotically charged homo-social relations
in a similar way that gay communities used the structure of Central Park and the heterosexual
modes of socializing it afforded as a cover to develop an alternative social and sexual scene in its
midst.
Chapter two situates the homo-social urban domesticity of Whitman and Wharton in a
national context through a consideration of their thematic connections to popular home-writing
magazines. While Whitman moved the intimacy that is usually associated with the middle class
home out into the city street, these magazines brought the city street inside. And both the
contents of the magazines and Whitman’s poetry bely the inaccuracy of separate spheres
ideology by performing the intersections of commerce, labor, progressive era politics, and
international relations in which the American home was in fact situated at the end of the 19th and
beginning of the 20th centuries. This chapter delineates how the networks and circuits, which the
(often female) authors and publishers established and traversed in the production and distribution
of these periodicals, transgressed the supposedly gendered boundaries of both the public and
private and the professional and domestic.
Focusing on Woman’s Home Companion between 1890-1920, a period when its creative
processes and production was based out of New York City, I trace the ways home-writing
magazines created what Habermas might call a national “public” of white, middle class women
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with purchase on American culture by virtue of the intersection of public and private forces
where the American home was located during this period. In particular, I explore the avenues for
exposure to New York’s modern, urban domesticity that Woman’s Home Companion provided in
particular to rural women through its columns about scientific approaches to housekeeping and
its coverage of club activities. Home-writing periodicals thus participated in and helped enact the
shift of the domestic ideal from the rural farm to the modern city. I use the magazines in this
chapter to ask questions about the dynamic between the home and the urban environment in
American popular culture and as a means of access to the modes and strategies of middle class,
white female identity formation. The chapter concludes with a consideration of the ways that
Wharton satirizes the limitations of the magazines’ eclectic progressivism in Twilight Sleep.
Pauline Manford embodies the urban, modern domesticity of the magazines in her zeal for
alternating progressive causes, her erotic immersion in successive “oriental” spiritual advisors,
and her regimented efficiency.
The third chapter looks at the resistive potential of urban domestic space in Wharton’s
work by examining the homo-social domesticity of her single women characters in the context of
the contemporaneous material feminist movement. Critics tend to identify a split in Wharton’s
oeuvre whereby her fictional works critique the fate of women in their new, non-production
oriented roles in society, while her non-fictional work, especially that which deals directly with
American homes and gardens, manifests a conservative drive to maintain traditional gender- and
economic- hierarchies. This schema overlooks the links between Wharton’s approach to design
and that of the “material feminists,” including Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who argued that
economic and spatial aspects of American life produced gender inequality, and who called for
reforms of domestic and urban space. I examine the similarities between Wharton’s Decoration
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of Houses and Gilman’s The Home: its Work and Influence to show that they share a
deterministic sense of the role domestic architecture has played in limiting American women’s
horizons. While Gilman and the other material feminists prescribed radical homo-social domestic
structures like apartments with centralized kitchens and laundry specifically designed for
working mothers that far outpaced Wharton’s more conservative tendencies, an examination of
Wharton’s single female characters shows that she was also thinking through the implications of
alternative domestic arrangements. Beginning with two of Wharton’s first works, “Mrs.
Manstey’s View” and “The Bunner Sisters,” single women living, working, or scheming together
in domestic spaces are central to Wharton’s fiction. The scenes that take place between women
in the intimate recesses of the home tend to be charged as dangerous or uncanny, revealing the
sense that Wharton shares with the material feminists that the home was a site of instability in
this period marked by potentialities of female sociability, conflict, and power. Thus we can see
that, similar to the way Whitman’s work, when put in the context of Central Park, is revealed to
be less simply radical than it seemed, Wharton’s is less simply conservative when contextualized
with the material feminists. Linking these works to contemporary architectural structures helps
us think about how Wharton and Whitman worked both with and against middle class,
conservative forces in order to open up new spaces of identity and identification.
Concluding Inquiries
This dissertation formulates questions about the aesthetic unconscious that structured literary and
spatial domesticity in the late 19th- and early 20th-centuries. What is the link between the period’s
conceptions of democracy and the domestic that makes democratizing projects like Central Park
and Whitman’s poetry share a domestic ethos? Why did the home become the literal and
metaphorical site for negotiations over gender, sexual, and literary identities at the moment that
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the population was shifting from rural to urban community formations? What does it mean that
at the height of domesticity’s power as a site of national identity, it was also a central node in
homo-social networks that challenged the primacy of the heterosexual nuclear family? These
questions will help re-structure our understanding of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a
period usually divided into the pre- and post-Civil War. My study gives us a way to think about
cultural and literary continuities and developments that the usual periodization obscures. It also
asks what an inquiry into the development of domestic ideology and practices starting with the
advent of major cities in the mid 19th century can tell us about contemporary urban domesticity
and questions about homosocial and queer communities as the discourse of the domestic
continues to play a big role in our political and cultural debates.
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Chapter 1. Feeling it: Central Park, Walt Whitman and the Queer Rhythmic Commons
of 19th-Century American Democracy
In January of 1889, Horace Traubel recorded one of the only things Walt Whitman is
known to have said directly about Frederick Law Olmsted1. Despite being contemporaries in late
19th-century New York City who shared an interest in cultivating spaces for democratic
exchange, and despite the fact that Whitman makes reference in Specimen Days to daily walks in
Central Park, the two men do not seem to have crossed paths. Both were ambitious auto-didacts,
but Olmsted’s monumental landscape projects and his work with the Sanitary Commission
during the Civil War raised him to prominence among the elites of the nation, whereas Whitman
remained lower-middle class in his associations and identity. Nearing the end of their careers,
Whitman criticized Olmsted’s landscape architecture for “titivating,” or making superfluous
cosmetic enhancements (Traubel 528). Whitman acknowledged that Olmsted is famous for a
more conservative approach that is in line with Whitman’s own taste, one that is “not an absolute
cutting away but modification—nature not all wiped out, as if ashamed of,” but goes on to say, “I
don’t think much of him—don’t think he knows much. With him titivation was the word: titivate
things” (Traubel 528). What is at stake in the distinction Whitman makes here between
“modification” and “titivation” becomes clear as he elaborates Olmsted’s flaw. Whitman accuses
Olmsted of having added an artificial hill on top of Prospect Hill when building Prospect Park
and launches into a mostly absurd extended metaphor to drive home the folly of this move:
I might liken the hill to the case of a great man—a king, let us say—who was to come to
see the ocean—see it for the first time—the grand free sky overhead: the roar of the water

1

I am indebted to Joseph C. Murphy for the structure of this opening; he also begins his essay, “Distant Effects:
Whitman, Olmsted, and the American Landscape” with reference to Traubel’s account of this conversation with
Whitman. Murphy’s essay similarly compares Whitman and Olmsted’s democratic projects.
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on the shores: the music: but for whom it was feared the shock of seeing would be too
sudden: the difficulty being finally disposed of by the cutting of a lake inland: the king
first to see that—to realize the power of the sea by degrees. That is Olmsted! (Traubel
529).
Whitman accuses Olmsted of designing his park in order to cater to the sensibilities of an
outmoded elite. The king, who is out of place in an American context to begin with, might be
overwhelmed by the awesome power of the ocean, so his experience is engineered in order to
lessen its impact. The fact that an artificial lake is a bad metaphor for an augmented hill reveals
the fact that Whitman’s criticism is not actually based in the aesthetic sensibility I will show he
in large part shared with Olmsted, but rather in Whitman’s perception of Olmsted’s class politics.
Whitman imagines Olmsted designing for the benefit of a monarch because he did not
find either of Olmsted’s major New York City works—Central and Prospect Parks—to be
properly democratic. In Specimen Days, Whitman describes daily walks in Central Park and is
dazzled by the display of carriages that we will discuss below, but he ultimately denigrates the
wealthy carriage-passengers as “corpse-like, so ashy and listless,” and instead celebrates the
park-goers he identifies as its under-appreciated keepers—the omnibus drivers and police men
who work there (Whitman, Poetry and Prose 868). And indeed, we can imagine that the selfth

proclaimed bard of the proletariat would have been disappointed by the demographics of 19 century Central Park visitors, the overwhelming majority of whom were from the upper classes.
Yet, When Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux won New York City’s 1858 Central Park
design competition, they envisioned the park as a symbol of American metropolitan democracy
that resonates with Whitman’s own project—it was to be a place where the mingling of classes
and the moral effects of nature would produce an egalitarian public sphere to counteract the
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psycho-social ills of the city. Comparing the plans and physical and social outcomes of the park
with Whitman’s almost contemporaneous publication of Leaves of Grass in 1855—a work that
was likewise to be a symbol of American metropolitan democracy in which democratic exchange
was tempered by an appreciation of nature’s beauty—lends insight into the democratic
unconscious of the period.
While Whitman was right to identify undeniable class differences between his own and
Olmsted’s approaches and identities, this chapter reveals the ways we can see Whitman’s poetry
and Olmsted and Vaux’s landscape architecture as instances of “rhythmanalysis,” Henri
Lefebvre’s term for a practice that shapes urban experience by bringing together its noises, or
disparate threads, into “an ensemble full of meaning, transforming them no longer into diverse
things, but into presences” (Lefebvre 23). Central Park and Leaves of Grass share a Romantic
sense that an artistic practice properly oriented toward nature—landscape architecture on the one
hand, poetry on the other—could have a real social impact, and their projects share a spatial and
temporal imaginary of the democratic process; their physical and poetic structures are designed
to inspire rhythms of peripatetic motion and contemplative repose, rhythms that they hope will
unify the populace and ease the broiling political, class, and racial tensions of the day. Through
this lens, Leaves of Grass (1855) and the plans for Central Park (1858) can be seen as midcentury attempts to unify the unruly city rife with social, economic, and ethnic tensions by
inspiring rhythms meant to foster an ameliorative inter-class mingling. And despite Whitman’s
posturing as “one of the roughs,” I trace the settling and unsettling rhythms of these democratic
th-

projects as they partake in the 19

century model of culture associated with bourgeois

respectability at the same time as they create a homoerotic inter-class contact that disrupts it.
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Their publicly-oriented democratic projects can paradoxically be understood in the terms
Alan Trachtenberg uses to describe the 19th century conception of culture usually associated
with women, the middle-class home, and the domestic ideal. Trachtenberg explains that,
“(Domestic) culture was represented increasingly as the antidote to unruly feeling, to rebellious
impulses, and especially to such impulses … among the lower orders” (147). Culture was seen to
work, in Trachtenberg’s understanding, primarily to unify the populace so that “Feminization
(through exposure to domesticity) thus implied that art and culture were sinking into, a losing of
oneself in a larger emotion, a ‘bigger self” (147). These terms resonate, as we will see, with the
democratic rhetoric surrounding Central Park and with Whitman’s diction and his ideal of
cohesion. This chapter investigates the implications of the alignment of democracy and
domesticity in the rhythmic commons that Central Park and Whitman’s poetry sought to create.
In creating these commons, however, they also created the conditions of possibility for a
queering of those rhythms, for what Sarah Ahmed might call a turn away from the paths the
rhythms demarcate into spaces of queer sociability embodied in the cruising grounds of Central
Park and the Calamus poems in Leaves of Grass.
What is at stake here is evident in the extent to which Whitman, Olmsted and Vaux are
engaged in what Henri Lefebvre would call a rythmnanalysis. Lefebvre’s inauguration in the
1970’s of the spatial turn in Marxist social thought opened up ways for later theorists such as
Edward Soja and Kim Knott to take space not as a static setting for historical events, but as an
integral actor in the development and perpetuation of ideas, social forms, and processes. In the
posthumously published Rhythmanalysis, Lefebvre returned from his focus on space to the
traditional Marxist paradigm of time by looking at how rhythms—biological, historical, and
social—show the interrelations of space and time in our experience of everyday life (Elden xiv).
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Our experience is shaped, according to Lefebvre, by the internal and external, natural and created
rhythms that structure our lives. He sets his meditations on rhythm in the city and posits the
figure of the rhythmanalyst, who shapes urban experience by bringing together its “noises,” or
disparate threads into “an ensemble full of meaning, transforming them no longer into diverse
things, but into presences” (Lefebvre 23). Importantly, the rhythymanalyst uses rhythm to
aestheticize the experience of the city: Lefebvre explains,
Like the poet, the rhythmanalyst performs a verbal action, which has an aesthetic import
… He changes that which he observes: he sets it in motion, he recognizes its power. In
this sense, he seems close to the poet, or the man of the theatre. Art, poetry, music, and
theatre have always brought something (but what?) to the everyday. They haven’t
reflected on it. The creator descended to the streets of the city-state; the portrayed
inhabitants lived amongst the citizens. They assumed the city life (Lefebvre 25).
Like Lefebvre’s rhythmanalyst who shapes the chaos of the modern, urban street by altering
perception of its rhythms, Whitman, Vaux, and Olmsted try to shape the experience of urban
democracy through aesthetic projects that alter its rhythms. Lefebvre argues that rhythm can be a
means through which the citizen resists the state, but it is also a means through which the state
imposes control: “The succession of alterations, of differential repetitions, suggests that there is
somewhere in this present an order, which comes from elsewhere … therefore, beside the
present, a sort of presence-absence, badly localized and strong: the State, which is not seen from
the window, but which looms over this present” (Lefebvre 32). Viewing Central Park and
Whitman’s poetry as linked rhythmic enterprises reveals the dynamic between the power
structures undergirding urban democratic projects in the mid-nineteenth century and the spaces
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of agency and self-fashioning they opened up for those seemingly excluded or overlooked by the
mainstream.
Few critics have discussed the relationship between the planning and execution of Central
Park and its contemporary literary developments. Notable exceptions include work like James
Machor’s and John Evelev’s studies of the literature of the park movement and Betsy
Klimasmith’s analysis of the park as a figure in Henry James’ The Bostonians. I am drawing here
on Machor’s sense that an “urban pastoral” which infused a forward-looking modernism with a
nostalgic attachment for rural modes of life shaped Olmsted and Whitman’s aesthetic (13).
Evelev’s argument about the homo-sociality of Central Park’s domesticity has been central to my
thinking about the park’s relationship to mainstream domestic ideology, since, as he puts it, “If
the park movement was part of a sentimental ideological project, it was not in the conventional
focus on female experience and the domestic experience, but through the correlation among
parks, landscape design, and manhood” (178).
This chapter adds to these efforts with a new perspective on questions about American
Romanticism by examining the links between Central Park and Whitman’s poetry as
contemporary democratic projects oriented by a shared drive to harness the urban-natural
sublime in order to imbue the experience of the city with the sentimental and cohesive ideals
usually associated with middle-class domesticity. Joseph C. Murphy, Lawrence Buell, and Carol
J. Nicholson have also paired Olmsted and Whitman as pragmatist practitioners of
urban/naturalist democratic projects, but my focus on Olmsted’s and Whitman’s connections to
domesticity, and the rhythmic structures of their work, introduces questions of gender and
sexuality that critical projects heretofore have obscured. Putting emphasis on the forms and
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rhythms of Whitman’s poetry, I am also adding the spatial and temporal to the issues of
democracy and lyricism around which Whitman criticism generally coalesces.
Other facets of Whitman’s relationship to urban space have been explored. He was, for
instance, a vociferous advocate of smaller-scale public parks, such as Fort Greene Park in
Brooklyn, for which he launched a campaign in The Brooklyn Eagle in 1846 (Wacker 90). And
he is known to have been a great influence on some of the most prolific modernist architects,
such as Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright2. My focus here is on Central Park because its
ambitions and scope make it a better aesthetic analogue for Whitman’s own work than the
neighborhood parks that he was interested in developing. And without discounting the
importance of Whitman’s surprising impact on skyscrapers and modernist design, the park’s
blend of urban modernity and pastoral repose effectively spatializes the poetry’s imaginative
oscillations between city street and natural vista. The similarities between the park and poetry
help us to see some of the ways that the poetry was surprisingly in line with the middle class
ideology that so clearly shaped the park, whereas the homo-erotic legacy of both helps us to see
how the park was always at least a little bit queer. Thinking through the class and sexual politics
of the poetry along with those of the park helps us to see the ways in which spaces for alternative
structures of identification opened up in late 19th century New York City from within those of the
normative bourgeois middle class.
Of course there are limitations to the extent to which we can think of the social and
political work of urban space as analogous to poetry, not least because the democratic exchange

2

For Whitman and Sullivan, see Murphy, Kevin. “Walt Whitman and Louis Sullivan: The Aesthetics of
Egalistarianism.” Walt Whitman Quarterly Review Vol. 6 N. 1 (1988); for Whitman and Wright, see Roche, John F.
"Democratic Space: The Ecstatic Geography of Walt Whitman and Frank Lloyd Wright." Walt Whitman Quarterly
Review 6 (1988): 16–32.
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each project hopes to inspire occupies the very different spheres of physical space and poetic
imagination. But the similar spatial and temporal rhythm that these projects invite its audience to
partake in suggests a shared idea of how agency can be cultivated in the public sphere. In setting
the ideals and shortcomings of Central Park’s democratic project next to Whitman’s, I’m hoping
to ask questions about the aesthetic unconscious that structures models of the democratic
imaginary in the 19th century and to interrogate the role that nature and the domestic plays in
them. Does the orientation toward nature that these projects share participate in a common
metaphysics of 19th century American democracy? Does nature serve them as vehicle and
validation for a teleological national form? I am also trying to carve out new ways to imagine the
connections between poetry and space in 19th century America by taking seriously the links and
continuities between the spatial elements of its poetry and what Bachelard would call the poetics
of its space.
Natural Orientation in the Park and the Poetry
In Song of Myself, Whitman orients a representation of democratic exchange towards the
contemplation of natural beauty by oscillating between long catalogues of American citizens
over which the reader is invited to move quickly and shorter stanzas often about natural or
cosmic beauty over which the reader is encouraged to stop and reflect. The page images from the
1855 edition of Leaves of Grass illustrate the spatial composition of catalogues on the left and
short stanzas on the right.
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Figure 1: Page Images, pgs 22 and 51; 1855 Edition, Walt Whitman Digital Archive

I am suggesting that this structure has an analogue in Olmsted and Vaux’s park plan that strove to
provide avenues of quick movement and social commerce that were balanced by sites designed
to inspire reflection in which the primacy of the natural vista is maintained. In both schemes, the
natural environment lends direction and weight to the democratic project and punctuates the
rhythms of movement through its space. Nature is intertwined with both projects’ imaginary of
democratic exchange and the public sphere. And for both, that public sphere is organized by a
rhythm that emerges from going through avenues of frenetic movement that lead to sites of
reflective contemplation—so the tension between the lawns, gardens and parade grounds and the
paths and avenues evident in the map of the park shown below have an analogue in the tension
between the short, more structured stanzas and the long, flowing catalogues in Whitman’s poetry.
Both forms invite their audiences to go along quickly and then stop and reflect.
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Figure 2: 1870 Central Park Map; Thirteenth Annual Report of the Commissioners of the Central Park 1870.

The park and the poetry also share a formal conceit. They are highly stylized aesthetic
structures that work to produce a natural effect. Vaux self-consciously employed the principles of
landscape painting to compose the various vantage points in the park, a fact that is reflected in
this description of the view overlooking the ramble in the 1859 Central Park Commissioners’
report:
The whole breadth of the Park will be brought into this landscape, the foreground of
which will be enriched with architectural decorations and a fountain, the middle-distance,
composed of rocks, with evergreens and dark shrubs interspersed among them, reflected
in the pond; and the distance extended into intricate obscurity by carefully planting
shrubs of lighter and more indistinct foliage among and above the gray rocks of the back
ground (18).
This passage illustrates the way the park was imagined by its designers and early advocates not
only in the aggregate that we can see planned out in the map, but also and moreover as a series of
compositions whose perspectival planes were carefully composed through the artful
manipulation of natural effects. In fact, one of the elements that set Olmsted and Vaux’s
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Greensward Plan apart from the other contest submissions were Vaux’s compelling before-andafter renderings of the various landscapes they would create.

Figure 3: Image from Forty Years of Landscape Architecture: Central Park by Frederick Law Olmsted

The layout of this page, in which the landscaped composition is situated within both its natural
setting and the broader park’s layout, speaks to the levels of projection that went into designing
the park, as Olmsted and Vaux considered both the overarching structure as well as the ways it
would be experienced on the ground. There is an analog in the relationship between the
individual landscapes and the overarching map in the park and the individual poems and the
overarching plan of Leaves of Grass. Whitman’s concern with the spatial qualities of his poetry
is evident in his tendency to have drafts of individual poems printed in order to examine their
layout on the page. Moreover, his investment in Leaves of Grass as both individual units and a
cohesive entity manifests in his revision process, through which Michael Moon among others has
analyzed the ways that Whitman worked tirelessly to refine individual poems, and also shuffled
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and reshuffled their order in the hopes of achieving different effects. As Moon puts it, “In adding,
deleting, interlineating, repositioning, and renaming poems and entire groups of poems,
Whitman effectively redirected the patterns of meanings in each of the successive editions of
Leaves of Grass” (1). Central Park and Leaves of Grass thereby share an organizing principle by
which their discrete parts constitute an aesthetic whole by virtue of their being experienced in a
particular series. In both the park and the poetry, the relationship between the part and the whole
is meant to reinforce a sense of democratic belonging.
Part of what makes Olmsted’s landscape architecture and Whitman’s poetry effective
vehicles for democratic affect, particularly in its nascent 19th century American form, is their
shared future-oriented temporality. The 1859 Commissioner’s report cited above uses the future
tense because at that time the park, work on which began just two years earlier, was still in what
diarist George Templeton Strong described as:
(a) most ragged condition: long lines of incomplete macadamization, ‘lakes’ without
water, mounds of compost, piles of blasted stone, acres of what may be greensward
hereafter but is now mere brown earth; groves of slender young transplanted maples and
locusts, undecided between life and death, with here and there an arboricultural
experiment that has failed utterly and is a mere broomstick with ramifications (qtd Miller,
1).
Strong was not critiquing the park’s progress here. In fact, these lines are part of a passage
praising a visit to Central Park that “improved the day,” and indicated to Strong that it “will be a
feature of the city within five years and a lovely place in A.D. 1900, when its trees will have
acquired dignity and appreciable diameters … (the Mall) will look Versailles-y by A.D. 1950”
(qt. Miller, 1). Rather than constituting a rebuke, these remarks highlight the future-oriented
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nature of landscape architecture, an art form that does not fully realize its design for decades.
This future-orientation resonates with popular sentiment about America’s fledgling democracy in
the second half of the 19th century, as commentators and pundits looked forward to its mature
glory.
Similarly, Whitman’s poetry is rife with suggestions that it will fully develop sometime in
the distant future. In the 1856 poem that would eventually be named “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,”
the speaker directly addresses readers to come: “I am with you, you men and women of a genera/tion, or ever so many generations hence,/ I project myself, also I return—I am with you, and
know how it is” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1856] 212). And near the end of his life in 1889,
Whitman told Traubel, in response to the idea that his “great critic had not yet come:” “That is
one of the things I always think will take care of itself: the underbrush has to be cleared away
first: there is much of that: we must not be in a hurry …(I am) willing to let the natural forces
take care of it” (Traubel 527). As Ed Folsom and Kenneth M. Price point out, this futureorientation also manifests in Whitman’s style and revision process: “This continual deferral of
the ideal was Whitman’s style; he set in process a history and a literature that would struggle
toward democracy, even if they would never fully attain it. His poetry was written to initiate
response, revision, process, and his own compositional techniques emphasized his refusal to
reach conclusion” (Folsom and Price INTRO). These remarks point to the way Whitman treated
his poetry as a living, growing entity. A passage from the preface to the 1855 edition exemplifies
this:
The profit of rhyme is that it drops seeds of a sweeter and more luxuriant rhyme, and of
uniformity that conveys itself into its own roots in the ground out of sight. The rhyme and
uniformity of perfect poems show the free growth of metrical laws and bud from them as
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unerringly and loosely as lilacs or roses on a bush, and takes shapes as compact as the
shapes of chestnuts and oranges and melons and pears, and shed the perfume impalpable
to form (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] v).
The extended metaphor here renders poetry the product of a genealogy in which sound
structuring roots beget perfect poems. It suggests a perfecting progression in which poetry is an
ever-evolving organism. And as Gary Schmidgall has argued, this is consistent with Whitman’s
Darwinian understanding of the evolution of literature (1). In his 1891 essay, “Have we a
National Literature?” Whitman explicitly describes American literature in evolutionary terms:
“the evolutionary principle, which is the greatest law through nature, and of course in these
States, has now reached us markedly for and in our literature” (336). So both Central Park and
Whitman’s poetry were imagined by their creators as organic democratic projects whose full
effects will come to fruition in the future. Indeed, one can imagine, in hindsight, Whitman
identifying his own frustrations over the reception of his poetry with Olmsted’s exasperated
description of the difficulty of assessing the success of a landscape design: “much the larger
share of the value ultimately earned by the park depends on the gradual merging together of
elements of value originally detached, and which, as seen in this detached condition (as they
must be for years after the work has apparently ceased with reference to them), show nothing,
and to most minds, suggest nothing of the value which they potentially possess” (Olmsted, “The
Justifying Value of a Public Park” 83).
The floral metaphor in the passage quoted above from the 1855 preface also points to a
dynamic between structure and spontaneity that Whitman’s conception of poetry shares with
Olmsted’s ideas about landscape architecture. Structure—“rhyme” and “uniformity”—make up
the underlying, largely hidden framework for the more spontaneous growths of poetry, described
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in the preface as something “free,” sprouting “loosely,” and “impalpable to form.” This metaphor
suggests that perfect poetry involves both the formal regularity of poetic conventions embodied
in the stalks and roots of the plant, as well as the irregular singularity of Whitman’s formal
experimentation, rendered here a sprouting bud. The figure of a growing plant also gives us a
model for imagining Whitman’s revisions as analogous to the ways a plant adapts to changes in
the world around it. In Whitman’s ideal, traditional formal stability is always in tension with a
more freewheeling formal play.
Olmsted expressed his understanding of the relationship between structure and play in
landscape architecture in an address given to the American Social Science Association in 1870
called “Public Parks and the Enlargement of Towns.” There he explains, “It is common error to
regard a park as something to be produced complete in itself, as a picture to be painted on
canvas. It should rather be planned as one to be done in fresco, with constant consideration of
exterior objects, some of them quite at a distance and even existing as yet only in the imagination
of the painter” (Olmsted, Public Parks 53). This description resonates with Whitman’s process of
revision, through which his poetry was likewise rendered “in fresco,” taking into consideration
changes in both exterior objects and the internal life of the poet. There is, moreover, a shared
sense of the importance of deviating from a set structure. And, of course, Olmsted’s art, like
Whitman’s description of perfect poetry, literally bloomed from the stalks of his plans. Olmsted’s
acceptance letter for the promotion to architect-in-chief of Central Park lays out the tension
between his plans and nature’s work in a way that resonates with Whitman’s floral metaphor:
“What artist so noble as he who, with far reaching conception of beauty and designing power,
sketches the outlines, arranges the colors, and directs the shadows of a picture upon which nature

31

shall be employed for generations before the work he has prepared for her hand shall realize his
intentions” (qtd. Rybczynski 172).
The dynamic between structure and spontaneity that Whitman and Olmsted expressed as
central to their philosophical approaches to their art was replicated in the formal aspects of their
finished products. Whitman performs the dynamic between structure and spontaneity that he
described in the 1855 preface in the opening lines of “Song of Myself” when the iambic
pentameter of the first verses—“I celebrate myself,/ And what I assume you shall assume,/ For
every atom belonging to me as soon belongs to you”— quickly gives way to a free-flowing drift
that evokes the lush and alive—“The smoke of my own breath,/ Echos, ripples, and buzzed
whispers …. loveroot, silkthread, crotch and vine” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 14).
Central Park’s most iconic walkway, The Promenade, is similarly a highly symmetrical conduit
that leads into the irregular and torturous paths of The Ramble. And the park itself can be seen as
an organic, flowing interruption of the regularity of the city grid.
Both Olmsted and Vaux’s landscaping and Whitman’s poetic form are structures that
perform giving way to a kind of natural excess. The Central Park designers and the author of
Leaves of Grass were both anxiously aware of the fact that democracy does not emerge fully
formed, and are attempting to shape its unpredictable growth through designs that inspire a
rhythmic oscillation between structured control and natural developments.
In an analogue to their dynamic relationship to structure more generally, both Whitman
and Olmsted were keenly aware that it was the ways they took up but also broke from European
tradition that constituted the particularly American character of their work. In “Have we a
Natural Literature?” Whitman explains that:
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One part of the national American literatus’s task is (and it is not an easy one) to treat the
old hereditaments, legends, poems, theologies, and even customs, with fitting respect and
toleration, and at the same time clearly understand and justify, and be devoted to and
exploit our own day, its diffused light, freedom, responsibilities, with all it necessitates,
and that our New-World circumstances and stages of development demand and make
proper (337).
Whitman describes here an injunction to respect the structures of (European) predecessors while
also creating novel American forms. In his biography of Olmsted, Witold Rybczynski lays out
the landscape architect’s use of European models in Prospect Park, Olmsted and Vaux’s second
major project in New York City:
The curved sweep of the meadows and the shape of the lake were both carefully
delineated to produce an impression of great size—a technique Olmsted derived from
Capability Brown’s park at Trentham. In an even more overt imitation of an English
country estate, Olmsted and Vaux also included a deer paddock. Yet the mood of Prospect
Park was not British; it was simple and robust in a way that can only be called American.
The pavilions, shelters, and lookouts were intentionally rustic … Such exaggerated
ruggedness, as well as the extraordinary feeling of expansiveness—the ‘sense of enlarged
freedom’—demonstrated by the open spaces, was undoubtedly inspired by Olmsted’s
encounter with the Western landscape and Yosemite Valley (Rybczynski 272).
Like Whitman, Olmsted and Vaux produced what they considered an American effect by drawing
on pre-existing models but imbuing their work with the particularities of the American natural
and social landscape. Their shared hope in so doing was that embodying the American character
in their respective arts would inspire the mingling of the American masses. Thus Olmsted
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explained that his park was different from its European predecessors because in an American
park, “the largest provision is required for the human presence. Men must come together, and
must be seen coming together [emphasis added], in carriages, on horseback and on foot, and the
concourse of animated life which will thus be formed, must in itself be made, if possible, an
attractive and diverting spectacle” (qtd. Rybczynski 272). The emphasis on the people in both the
park and the poetry was their clearest markers as democratic undertakings.
Accordingly, many articles published as part of the “Park Movement” that developed to
support Central Park and future projects like it described it as a public work on the scale of those
created to honor European monarchies, but highlighted the significance of such a project in a
democratic context. An 1862 New York Tribune article explained that whereas the grandeur of the
gardens and architecture at Versailles inspires reflection on the nobility of Louis Napoleon, in
New York’s Central Park, “Nobody can be quoted as a great man … We have no great men …
Here all are great. All devise. All work. All aspire to improve” (“Growth and Grandeur of New
York”). Central Park was thus marketed as a European-style monument that paradoxically served
as an emblem of populist democracy. This article goes on to yoke public works like Central Park
to the American Dream: “We prove that the man can come to New-York a poor boy and in a few
years build a model store and a model dwelling-house and be willing to be taxed for laying out
avenues and parks.” The author uses Central Park to add the willingness to fund public projects
to the other trappings of America’s promise—prosperity and a model home.
This sentimental attitude toward taxes contributed to the way that Central Park, as proof
that a democracy could and would support such monumentalism, was treated as both a sign of
America’s equality to European nations, and a marker of its exceptionalism. Henry Bellows, in
an 1861 piece commissioned by Olmsted to support the park and published in Atlantic Monthly,
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expands on this idea, explaining that the creation of Central Park is in part surprising because: “It
is a royal work, undertaken and achieved by the Democracy,—surprising equally themselves and
their skeptical friends at home and abroad,—and developing, both in its creation and growth, in
its use and application, new and almost incredible tastes, aptitudes, capacities, and powers in the
people themselves” (422). Central Park, and by extension America, is thus exceptional as
compared to Europe’s example because, whereas European parks were designed to honor the
monarch, and any benefit the people received could be credited to him or her, New York’s park,
as we saw Olmsted also argue, was designed, built, and used to honor and benefit the people.
Whitman, of course, similarly intended his poetry for the masses. In the preface to the
1855 edition, he explains, “A great poem is for ages and ages in common and for all degrees and
complexions and all departments and sects and for a woman as much as a man and a man as
much as a woman” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 22). We can also see catalogues like this
one as performing the kind of coming together of the populace that Olmsted hoped to achieve in
his park:

The groups of newly-come immigrants cover the wharf or levee,
The woollypates hoe in the sugarfield, the overseer views them from his saddle;
The bugle calls in the ballroom, the gentlemen run for their partners, the dancers
bow to each other;
The youth lies awake in the cedar-roofed garret and harks to the musical rain,
The wolverine sets traps on the creek that helps fill the Huron,
The reformer ascends the platform, he spouts with his mouth and nose,
The company returns from its excursion, the darker brings up the rear and bears the
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well-riddled target,
The squaw wrapt in her yellow-hemmed cloth is offering moccasins and bedbugs for
sale,
The connoisseur peers along the exhibition-gallery with half shut eyes bent sideways,
The deckhands make fast the steamboat, the plank is thrown for the shore going
passengers,
The young sister holds out the skein, the elder sister winds it off in a ball and stops
now and then for the knots” (Whitman, Leavs of Grass [1855] 22).

The evocation of Americans in medias res resonates with Olmsted’s vision of citizens
coming together in the park.
The emphasis on people and density in the park and the poetry points to the particularly
urban character of Central Park and Leaves of Grass’ Romantic democratic projects. Nature is for
the park and the poetry an aesthetic ideal in terms of both mimesis and structure,3 and while
nature often factors into our theories of 19th century American national identity in terms of the
wilderness and the west, here it is artificially produced nature within an urban context. In The
Making and Meaning of the New York City Landscape, David Scobey catalogues the ways New
York City’s urban-scape had as much to do with American national identity in the second half of
the 19th century as the western terrain with which it is usually associated. Scobey draws on both
Olmsted and Whitman in his description of how Manhattan, beginning in the 1850’s, became a
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Another striking example of the relationship between poetry and Central Park is Lewis Miller’s 1864 “Guide to
Central Park,” where his water colors are accompanied with religious and lyrical lines, visualizing the romantic
relationship between nature, poetry, and transcendence that is embodied in Whitman’s Leaves of Grass and Olmsted
and Vaux’s plans for Central Park.
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figure or microcosm for the nation, and how Central Park functioned within that scheme as a
space capable of reconciling the competing forces in America’s developing self-image (21). New
York City was a microcosm for the nation in both economic terms—since its markets provided
capital and credit for development across the nation—and imaginatively, as representations of
the city proliferated in popular magazines and middle-class parlors in the form of sketches of the
city’s streets, exposés of its tenements and crime, and lithographs of its public architectural and
works. And yet, while the city was beginning to be considered a bastion of civility and progress,
it had also long occupied a place of anxiety and fear in the popular imagination as a terrain of
crime and unbridled passions. As Scobey points out, public works like Central Park promised to
resolve this dissonance as “the possibility of a public sphere that was at once popular and
refined, disciplined and open” (21).
Whitman similarly views his work as a space that could function as an ennobling
palliative to civic unrest. Whitman hoped his poetry would bring together the American populace
in a way that would quell the dangerous disunion threatening the nation. Critics have identified
this drive with his emphasis on images of unity throughout the first edition of Leaves of Grass,
starting with its opening lines, where he blurs the boundaries between himself and his readers,
declaring, “And what I assume you shall assume,/ For every atom belonging to me as good
belongs to you” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 13). We can also see his desire to ease civic
anxieties in his effort to tame the figure that long embodied the threat of the city: the crowd.
Throughout his poetry, Whitman celebrates the crowd, and in Democratic Vistas, he describes it
in terms usually reserved for domestic settings:
When I pass to and fro, different latitudes, different seasons, beholding the crowds of the
great cities, New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Chicago, St. Louis, San
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Francisco, New Orleans, Baltimore—when I mix with these interminable swarms of alert,
turbulent, good-natured, independent citizens, mechanics, clerks, young persons—at the
idea of this mass of men, so fresh and free, so loving and so proud, a singular awe falls
upon me (978).
His description of the crowd here as “so fresh, and free, so loving and so proud,” uses language
more commonly associated at this moment with domestic discourses involving children and
doting parents. Whitman goes on in Democratic Vistas to explain how literature should function
to imbue society with morality: “As we have intimated, offsetting the material civilization of our
race, our nationality, its wealth, territories, factories, population, products, trade, and military and
naval strength, and breathing breath of life into all these, and more, must be its moral
civilization, the formulation, expression, and radiancy whereof, is the very highest height of
literature” (1006). So while Whitman’s celebration of the body and the rougher aspects of
American life and culture fly in the face of Victorian prudishness, his description of the work he
wants literature to do is actually in line with popular domestic discourses in which “culture”
works to elevate the otherwise lowly public in an urban milieu. In the next section, I will tease
out the tensions inherent to both the park’s and the poetry’s democratic projects that reveal the
ways in which the 19th century middle class culture usually associated with domesticity and class
stratification also created the conditions of possibility for modern, alternative modes of
sociability and identification.

“Democratic Ideas Into Trees and Dirt”: Central Park’s Paths and Deviations
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Olmsted and Vaux shared the idea that the practice of landscape architecture could be a
democratizing force in society. In an 1865 letter to Clarence Cook, Vaux famously described the
park as “essentially Republican in its inspiration and general conception” and, even more
strongly, that it “translate(d) Democratic ideas into Trees & Dirt” (Rosenzweig and Blackmar,
136). Olmsted and Vaux differed on their understanding of the democratic processes the park
would inspire—Vaux imagined that exposure to natural beauty would produce unifying moral
uplift, while Olmsted subscribed to a class-defensive ideal of social stewardship. Olmsted
articulated this ideal in “Public Parks and the Enlargement of Towns,” when he explained that
artistically designed landscape provides a refreshing antidote to the city’s competitive pressures
and dreary buildings, and also exercises, “a distinctly harmonizing and refining influence upon
the most unfortunate and most lawless classes of the city—an influence favorable to courtesy,
self-control and temperance” (Quoted in Rosenzweig and Blackmar, 131). The courtesy, selfcontrol and temperance Olmsted saw the park as inspiring reveal one of the ways it worked to
extend the realm of the middle-class parlor designed to foster the self-same virtues.
As previously noted, Olmsted and Vaux strove to fulfill their democratic goals for the
park through a plan in which opportunities to behold carefully composed natural vistas were
afforded from spaces intended for social exchange. The promenade is a key example. In Olmsted
and Vaux’s submission for the Central Park design competition, they explained that inspiring the
contemplation of nature was their top priority, so that “nothing artificial should be obtruded on
the view as an ultimatum of interest” (Olmsted Forty Years 222). This objective, however, had to
be balanced both with the practical necessity of the architectural structures and infrastructure
needed in a public park, and the goal of providing space for the democratizing mixing of social
classes that was central to their vision. The resulting strategy was embodied in the promenade,
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which gave pedestrians what Olmsted and Vaux termed in their competition submission “ample
opportunity to look at the equipages and their inmates” of passing carriages but ended in a
spectacular view of the lake and ramble. Thus the geography of Central Park came to be divided
into avenues for collective or solitary motion and spaces for group or individual meditation. The
rhythmic tension between frenetic motion and contemplative inactivity structures the park’s
approach to fulfilling its aesthetic/ democratic ideal.
However, As Roy Rosenzweig and Elizabeth Blackmar point out in their definitive work
on its history, the democratic ideals of the park’s plan were compromised by the fact that Central
Park was always in important respects a thoroughly elite and elitist project. The wealthiest New
Yorkers joined uptown landowners to advocate for the creation of the park as “a grand public
symbol of the city’s and their own cosmopolitanism” (Rosenzweig and Blackmar, 8). And the
first decade of the park’s history served this interest well. The park was a bastion of the wealthy
throughout the 1860’s, despite rapturous newspaper accounts of the park’s fulfilling its
democratic aims—The Herald, for instance, reported of the park’s opening that: “Everything was
thoroughly democratic. Masters Richard and William from Fifth Avenue, in their furs, and plain
Dick and Bill from avenues nearer the river … mingled in joyful unity, forgetting the distinction
of home in their enjoyment of a common patrimony—free air and free water” (Qtd Rosenzweig
and Blackmar, 211). In reality, the meticulously kept records of the first visitors to the park
which Rozenzweig and Blackmar make available to us reveal that almost 2/3 arrived by carriages
that only the top 5% of New Yorkers could afford, and that that proportion remained above 55%
for the rest of decade (Rosenzweig and Blackmar, 213). This fact points perhaps to an element of
bad faith in the democratic rhetoric of the park’s plans, but it also indicates the persisting
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challenge for urban design to affect particular social outcomes due to the vagaries of the actual
use of space.
A variety of factors contributed to the small number of working class visitors to the park,
not least of which was the fact that the eight-hour work day had yet to come to New York City
and transportation to the park from the lower Manhattan neighborhoods where most working
class residents lived was prohibitively expensive. 4 And those who did make it to the park were
not taken up into the civic body politic as Olmsted and Vaux might have hoped; rather, the
Central Park mall became the latest site for the highly stylized practice of upper-class
promenading.
The park, like Fifth Avenue and northern Broadway, was used as a thoroughfare for what
David Scobey calls the spectacle of the promenade—a daily ritual in which the bourgeoisie
constituted itself through the display of its mutual recognition. Through the repeated practice of
seeing and being seen at prescribed times of the day, the upper class established and maintained
the ordered boundaries of the elite during a period when those boundaries were continuously
destabilized by the rise and fall of new moneyed frontrunners. Promenading was also a way for
the upper class to reclaim the public sphere and imaginatively domesticate the crowd in the face
of the chaotic outpourings of working class conflict in the lower-Manhattan riots of the mid
1800’s as well as the general atmosphere of social unrest in the lead up to the Civil War.
Olmsted and Vaux had the practice of promenading in mind when they designed and
named the promenade; they even argue at one point in their competition submission that any plan
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Indeed, even the well-off New Yorker, Wendell Holmes, is quoted in the introduction to Lewis Miller’s “Guide to
Central Park” as complaining about the expense of getting to the park in 1862: “I was delighted by my new property,
-but it cost me four dollars to get there (from 23d Street and Fifth Avenue), so far was it beyond the Pillars of
Hercules of the fashionable quarter”—check this footnote at NYHS
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that did not include such a space would never be popular in New York. Yet, they believed this
kind of practice could have a democratic result, since by nature of its taking place outside in the
ameliorative atmosphere of cultivated natural beauty, its boundaries are open and at least
potentially inclusive. The promenade, by these lights, would provide an opportunity for the
working classes to witness, benefit from and potentially join bourgeois society under the moral
influence of nature. However, in practice, the working classes factored into the Central Park
promenade in the 1860’s only in so far as their watching the spectacle from the margins served to
shore up the identities of those on display. Thus a landscape designed to foster democratic
exchange by interpolating the lower classes into the realm of middle-class, domestic culture
actually served instead to reinscribe the boundaries of bourgeois subjectivity and its attendant
class divisions.
This is not to pin the blame for the park’s lack of egalitarianism too squarely on Olmsted
and Vaux. Olmsted undoubtedly subscribed to a conservative model of civic reform. As Geoffrey
Blodgett put it, he and the liberal-reformers with which he ran held particular ideas “about the
design of a good society, where hierarchy, deference, and skilled leadership might impose
tranquility on a contentious, egalitarian people” (872). And not only Olmsted’s designs for
Central Park, which specifically omitted infrastructure for the kinds of recreation like sports and
race courses that Olmsted deemed overly exertive and therefore not sufficiently recuperative in
the face or urban life, but also the police force he employed as park superintendent in order to
control the park’s use, speak to the top-down power dynamic through which he hoped to
engineer social outcomes. Yet at the same time, Olmsted was aware of the shortcomings of his
project in its first decades; in an address to the American Social Science Association in 1870,
Olmsted explained of Central Park:
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from the center of population to the midst of the Park the distance is still four miles; that
there is no steam transit; that other means of communication are indirect and excessively
uncomfortable, or too expensive. For practical every-day purposes to the great mass of
the people, the Park might as well be a hundred miles away. There are hundreds of
thousands who have never seen it, more hundreds of thousands who have seen it only on
a Sunday or holiday. The children of the city, to whom it should be of the greatest use,
can only get to it on holidays or in vacations, and then must pay car-fare both ways
(Olmsted, Public Parks 65).
Olmsted acknowledges the class disparity in access to the Park here, but he goes on to suggest
that this problem stems from the park’s future-oriented temporality: “It must be remembered,
also, that the Park is not planned for such use as is now made of it, but with regard to the future
use, when it will be in the center of a population of two millions hemmed in by water at a short
distance on all sides” (Public Parks 66). And indeed, the park did go on to have more populist
uses and significances in the future.
In a later address to the same society, however, Olmsted revealed in his Opening
statement a more sophisticated approach to thinking about the shortcomings of his park: “The
special perplexity of park business will be understood to lie in the fact that, whatever
determinations as to use you set out with, whatever aims control your choice of site and your
plan of improvements, whatever rules for economy you fix upon, you have no assurance in law,
custom or public common sense, that they will not soon be thrown overboard” (Olmsted,
Justification 82). With this image of his best-laid plans being cast aside by a rebellious public,
Olmsted seems to anticipate Michel de Certeau’s insight into the disruptive tactics users employ
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in order to wrest agency back from the structures of power with which they engage.5 One way to
understand Olmsted’s statement is thus an acknowledgement of his inability, as Blodgett put it, to
“reconcile his tranquil, unitary vision of Central Park with the demands of its users,” especially
“the demands of the active young working-class male” (881). Another way to understand what is
going on here is that perhaps Olmsted is acknowledging the inherent ambiguity of the bourgeois
sociability his design intends to promote. Perhaps he senses that there is something inherent to
the structure of the park and its treatment of nature and the city that on the one hand reinforces
mainstream bourgeois, middle class values, while on the other hand reveals the spaces within
that world-structure for alternative possibilities.
The copious literature produced as part of the Park Movement, which began with the
1840’s call for what would become Central Park, reveal the ways the public project was always
aligned with the seemingly incongruous realms of bourgeois domesticity, an urban setting, and
forward-looking modernity. Primarily constituted of newspaper articles and magazine essays, the
park movement’s extensive literature posited the urban park as a reformist effort to restructure
the increasingly violent class tensions of the city by imbuing the street with the values of the
home. Indeed, as Allan Trachtenberg, Betsy Klimasmith, and John Evelev have pointed out,
Central Park was often figured the city’s “parlor” or “drawing room” by its proponents, a
rhetorical move that was as much an earnest expression of a civic vision as it was a palliative for
popular fears that European-style public recreation would not mesh well with American domestic
ideals6.

5

See De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984.
See Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America Ch. 4; Klimasmith, At Home in the City Ch. 2 and Evelev, “RusUrban Imaginings”
6
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One way that the American Park Movement worked to differentiate itself from similar
European projects was in its treatment of urban parks as an extension of the domestic realm. This
strategy is evident to an exaggerated degree in an 1873 Scribner’s article titled “Central Park.”
“Central Park” rehearses popular ideas about America’s superlative domesticity, assuring the
public “that the American people are different from Europeans; that they are a home-loving race;
whereas the Europeans, especially the French, have no homes, have no word for ‘home’ in their
language, and are forever gadding about” (Scribner’s 525). While there isn’t evidence that this
article represents a wide-held belief about the deficiency of European domestic culture, it is
indicative of the popular sentiment that America had a particularly special connection to the
home. This connection, moreover, was thought to make Americans less amenable to the public
recreation provided by parks: As this article puts it, Americans “do not care for pleasures that are
only to be had in public; hence, for them, no need of squares, ‘piazzas,’ ‘places,’ public gardens,
parks, etc., etc., etc.” (Scribner’s 525). The Park Movement sought to assuage this objection to
public parks by taking up the language of the domesticity that parks supposedly threaten; it
Americanizes the public park by rendering it part of the domestic realm.
The stress placed in the Scribner’s article on America’s national relationship to the home
tells us less about the period’s relative understanding of other cultures and more about the widespread anxiety that America’s vital domesticity was being endangered by the country’s rapid
urbanization. In Confidence Men and Painted Women, Karen Haltunnen identifies the ways that
the period’s popular advice manuals, addressed to the legions of young men and women leaving
their rural homes to seek financial opportunities in growing urban centers, helped construct an
imaginative geography in which the home is located on the rural farm and represents a stable
personal and national identity, whereas the city is a mercurial landscape of shifting forms and
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deceptive appearances unfit for wholesome living. The role of advice manuals was to extend the
domestic realm out to influence the young, rural American’s move into the moral, aesthetic, and
spatial chaos of the city. This attitude manifested not only in the advice manuals Haltunnen
studies, but also in countless scenes in contemporary novels like Ragged Dick and plays like A
Glance at New York that dramatize the country youth arriving to the big city only to be
immediately swindled by a confidence man looking for a mark. In this scheme, urban
domesticity was inherently compromised and linked to the rising problems of crime and “vice.”
The idea that the urban home was insufficiently domestic is ubiquitous in popular culture
in the 19th century. Unitarian clergyman and educator Amory Mayo lamented that in America,
“we have no American home, only we have gilded metropolitan hotels” and “boarding of all
sorts, from genteel to ungenteel … Our houses hardly rest on solid ground” (qt. in Machor, 153).
Mayo’s criticism calls on the distinctly urban architecture and configurations of hotels and
boarding houses to voice his concerns with American domesticity. Preacher and poet Edwin
Chapin expresses similar anxiety about the urban home: “in a city . . . the idea of a homestead is
almost obsolete” due to “the perpetual change” of urban areas (qtd. Machor 153). As James
Machor illustrates, these ideas were echoed in all forms of mass media, including religious tracts,
magazines, and literature. Machor explains that the idea that the indulgence and fragmentation of
urban life was eroding the nuclear family led to attempts to strengthen the nuclear family as a
way to work against the city and bring an ameliorative element of rural life into the town
(Machor 154).
The park, its proponents argue, would help in this effort to strengthen home life by
providing a free venue for family activities, thus counteracting contemporary “forces” that
prevent parents from spending time with their children due to the lack of “appropriate,”
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affordable, middle-class venues outside of the urban home. Olmsted models this sentiment in a
private letter to A.J. Downing in which he praises German parks and their effect on domesticity:
“The custom of taking meals in the gardens or summer houses is very common; and it seemed to
me the middle classes at least lived in the open air more than even the English. Nor did it seem to
me, as is frequently asserted, that their habits in this respects7 injured the family influence, or
made Home any less homelike and lovable, but the contrary” (qtd. Evelev 187). Similarly, in
“Public Parks and the Enlargement of Cities,” Olmsted describes how public recreation such as
that afforded by parks buoys the sentiments cultivated in the family home: “The circumstances
are all favorable to a pleasurable wakefulness of the mind without stimulating exertion; and the
close relation of family life, the association of children, of mothers, of lovers, or those who may
be lovers, stimulate and keep alive the more tender sympathies, and give play to faculties such as
may be dormant in business or on the promenade” (Olmsted, “Public Parks” 42). The park is
here valuable because it brings the domestic influence of family relations out into the public
sphere, which would otherwise only be shaped by business, pageantry, and crime. Thus Olmsted
and the park movement he came to lead figured the public park as an extension of the middle
class home that served in popular discourses as the period’s moral center. This afforded the
movement urgency, as it suggested that the result of the new ground for domesticity and family
bonding would be the reform of “one of the most prolific sources of misery and crime in this
civilized world of ours” (Scribner’s 525).
The city park is thus linked to domesticity through the rhetoric of the park movement and
also because that rhetoric situated the park as functionally similar to the middle-class parlor. The
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parlor was a mainstay of 19th century American domestic architecture and provided what
Haltunnen calls a “hybrid zone” between the city street and the domestic realm, a “cultural
podium” from which women could exert their moral influence on society (Haltunnen 59). Parks
similarly functioned as a hybrid zone where middle class women could be seen in public and
bring marginal elements into her beneficial sphere. The resulting sense that public parks would
tame crime and “vice” was a staple of park movement literature and adds another way in which
the modern, the urban, and the domestic were aligned in its tenets8.

8

Scribner’s “Central Park” is a good indication of the way that the city and its modernity factored into the park
movement’s discourse not only as the seat of crime and vice which the public park would reform, but also as
inherent to the park’s mode of domestic-scientific natural sublime. The article begins by staging the arrival to New
York City in a train car, which it describes as a “Tantalus-like enjoyment” in contrast to the unalloyed joy of arrival
on the deck of a steamboat. This introduction speaks to the park movement’s genealogical connection to travel
literature, but it also sets up a discursive link to modernity. On the train, the rider is tortured by the side effects of
industrialization because they hamper his appreciation of the Hudson River’s natural beauty; he is: “choked with
dust, and forced to keep the windows shut; dazzled with the sun, and forced to keep the blinds closed,” and the view
is “partial and provoking to those who have to sit on the land-side and stare all day at a rocky wall and be deafened
by the interminable din of its echo!” (Scribner’s, 523). The emphasis on the dust, light, and noise of this mode of
transportation participates in the 19th century treatment of the train as the embodiment of a pernicious modernity.
And yet, it is another handmaiden of industrialization—the steamboat—that provides the ameliorative alternative
here: “The ample deck of the easy-going steamboat” affords unhampered access to the natural scene, as “the whole
of the noble picture unrols (sic) itself in sun-bright variety of beauty” (Scribner’s 524). The steamboat models a
form of modernity that, rather than obstructing communion with nature, provides an opportunity to experience it
from a new vantage point, one that is made possible by industrialization.
The dynamic between nature and modernity established in the opening gambit structures the article’s
argument for Central Park and establishes the appreciation of nature as a necessarily urban activity. Similar to other
park movement literature, most notably the piece discussed above by Henry Bellows, Scribner’s article on Central
Park begins with a meditation on the history and significance of urban life. In a curious bit of rhetorical flourish
typical of the movement, the author suggests that the enjoyment of the outdoors is contingent on proper city
planning. Comparing New York City to smaller, rural towns, the article explains:
The towns themselves are destitute of attraction to a singular degree. Few of them … have any rural attractions or
are provided with public walks or squares, or any means of out-door recreation. Such a thing is quite unknown, at
least within the scope of our observation, as providing, in the laying out of a town or village, for the open-air
pleasure of man, woman, or child (Scribner’s 524).
The author suggests here that open-air, and in particular, “rural attractions,” can paradoxically only be
found in an environment built according to the precepts of good urban planning. Rural towns cannot offer enjoyment
of nature because they have not been designed for recreation, a sentiment that is echoed in Olmsted’s “Parks and the
Enlargement of Towns” and “A Consideration of the Justifying Value of a Public Park.” Thus Central Park, like the
steamboat, is a modern structure that affords proper appreciation of nature. And indeed, Central Park required a
thoroughly modern, industrial effort to complete, using the most cutting-edge technologies to clear, level, and sculpt
the land.
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The park evolved to fulfill Olmsted’s vision of interclass mingling in a way that cut
against the domestic, bourgeois values that inspired the Park Movement. In Gay New York,
George Chauncey explains that by the 1890’s, Central Park had become one of the central locales
of inter-class homosexual sociability. Chauncey describes how a sexual street culture evolved
alongside working class modes of socializing in public necessitated by cramped quarters in
tenement districts: “Denied the privacy the home was ideally supposed to provide …young men
and women throughout the tenement districts tried to construct some measure of privacy for
themselves in spaces middle-class ideology regarded as ‘public’” (202). Central Park, situated as
it was in the middle of the city and frequented by the end of the 19th century by both upper and
lower class visitors, greatly expanded the opportunities for illicit cross-class hetero- and homosexual contact beyond the working class areas of the city.
The promoters of the Park Movement would surely see this as a perversion of their sense
that the park was an extension of the middle class parlor as the park provided poor New Yorkers
a necessary space for sexual meetings where they were joined, especially in the gay community,
by middle and upper class men who simply found sex in public more exciting (Chauncey 195). A
form of Olmsted’s fantasy of park-goers being caught up in the body-politic even occurred as
men who came to the park solely for sex would find themselves socialized into the gay culture of
New York (Chauncey 169). The ostensible purpose of the park as a place where citizens could
wander and enjoy nature and where couples, families, and groups of friends socialized provided
gay New Yorkers a kind of cover beneath which they could conduct a robust social life. As
Chauncey puts it, “In response to (beatings and police interference), gay men devised a variety of
tactics that allowed them to move freely about the city, to appropriate for themselves spaces that
were not marked as gay, and to construct a gay city in the midst of, yet invisible to, the dominant
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city” (180). So essentially the overarching structure of the park, divided as it is between public
thoroughfares and private winding paths where one (or two) can be alone, has an analogue in the
levels of socialization that were occurring, where the sanctioned uses of the park provided cover
for private signs and communications the space was not intended to foster.
The extent to which this use of the park constituted a perversion of its original intentions
is ambiguous, however. In “Rus-Urban Imaginings: Literature of the American Park Movement
and Representations of Social Space in Mid-Nineteenth Century,” John Evelev argues that the
park, despite the rhetoric surrounding it that linked it to the bourgeois home, was always a
predominantly masculine realm. He explains, “If the park movement was part of a sentimental
ideological project, it was not in the conventional focus on female experience and the domestic
experience, but through the correlation among parks, landscape design, and manhood” (Evelev
178). Evelev sees the park as a reaction formation to “bourgeois male disempowerment in the
competitive world of commerce” on the one hand and “female dominance over the domestic,
private sphere” (189). He quotes Lauren Berlant to posit that the park, then, served the men who
designed, promoted, and built it as “a porous affective scene of identification that promises a
certain experience of belonging and provides a complex of consolation, confirmation, discipline
and discussion about how to live” (Evelev 179). While Evelev’s point here is to reveal the way
the park was used not to empower women and extend the domestic realm, but rather to devalue
feminine authority over the domestic sphere, he also highlights the inherent homo-sociability of
the park. This move suggests that the inter-class homosexual mingling that became a large part of
the park’s identity was not just a counter-cultural resistance to heteronormative attempts to
structure and control, but in fact a fluorescence of elements inherent to the structure of the park
to begin with. I will return to the ways in which the park thus created the conditions of
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possibility for the unsettling modes of sociability at the same time as it ostensibly extended the
realm of the dominant social structure after a consideration of similar tensions in Whitman’s
work.

“What is Grass?”: Whitman’s Poetry as Paths and Deviations

Whitman’s poetry shares with Olmsted and Vaux’s landscape architecture the belief that
artistic practice could have a democratizing social impact and a similar treatment of the role of
nature within that practice. In the preface to the 1855 edition, he presents his poetry as a force
that will erode national divisions of class and geography: “The American bard shall delineate no
class of persons nor one or two out of the strata of interests nor love most nor truth most nor the
soul most nor the body most . . . . and not be for the eastern states more than the western or the
northern states more than the southern” (vii). And as in the park, his image of eroding class
divisions is communicated through the image of grass as a unifying commons. If we look at the
famous passage in Song of Myself in which a child asks “What is Grass?” the speaker’s response
exemplifies the poem’s vision of democracy and its relationship to nature.
A child said, What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands;
How could I answer the child? . . . . I do not know what/ it is any more than he.

I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful green stuff woven.

Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord,
A scented gift that remembrance designedly dropped,
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Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners, that we may see and remark,
and say Whose?

Or I guess the grass is itself a child . . . . the produced babe of the vegetation.

Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic,
And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones,
Growing among black folks as among white,
Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the same, I receive them the
same.

And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855],
16).
Grass functions here for Whitman, as it does for Olmsted and Vaux, as a unifying symbol of
democratic potential. We also see in this passage the way natural imagery serves as the vehicle
for Whitman’s dialectic between the individual and collective, the private and public, and the
local and not only the national but also the cosmically transcendent. The grass is both his
personal flag and the Lord’s handkerchief—a multiplication of the symbolic possibilities for
grass that figures nature as Romantically transcendent at the same time as it provokes the reader
to relate to nature and space in politically and morally pertinent ways.
Phillip Fisher and Andrew Lawson point to Whitman’s image of the grass as a metaphor
for the leveling of difference that they see as central to Whitman’s conception of democracy.
Fisher explains, “Whitman moves at once to the indefinitely repeatable unit: the grass. His
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aesthetics, by coming to rest on the grass from which his life’s work takes its title, is a profound
account of the common” (67). Similarly, the grass, in Lawson’s account, corresponds to the
underlying principle of Whitman’s catalogues, where, “although these people are identified, what
is striking is the way they recede into their function as exchangeable units of labor—selling,
nodding, rolling, traveling, marking—in a homogenous process of exchange” (14). We will see
below that Whitman’s image of the grass is not only about a leveling of difference, but this
reading points to the fact that Whitman’s idea of what democracy looks like is in many ways a
far cry from Olmsted and Vaux’s elitism. His investment in egalitarianism is nowhere more
evident than in the preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass, where he says, “the genius of
the United States is not best or most in its executives or legislatures, nor in its ambassadors or
authors or colleges or churches or parlors, nor even in its newspapers or inventors . . . but always
most in the common people” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] iii). In contradistinction to
Olmsted and Vaux’s idea that the park would help raise the people to the level of the bourgeoisie,
Whitman envisions the impact of his poetry to be a championing of those marginalized by the
American class system. And in tension with the conservative model of bourgeois identity that
inspired the park, Whitman offers a radically expansive vision of selfhood. Yet the critical
tendency to view Whitman as only interested in unity and equality obscures his abiding
investment in thinking through difference and the way in which the role he fashions for himself
as poet/ shepherd participates in hierarchical structures similar to the one that motivated Central
Park’s plan. This is not to malign Whitman’s democratic project as bad faith, but rather to show
the ways it is complicated and enriched by its engagement with hierarchy and alterity.
Whitman’s speaker is often positioned as a guide or sage. In the end of Song of Myself,
the speaker takes on a shepherding roll when he says, “But each man and each woman of you I
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lead upon a knoll,/ My left hand hooks you round the waist,/ My right hand points to landscapes
of continents, and a/ plain public road” (Whitman, Leaves f Grass [1855] 82). And in the
beginning of that poem, the speaker casts himself in a didactic role when he says that the result
of reading the poem will be that, “you shall possess the origin of all poems” (Whitman, Leaves of
Grass [1855] 14). So in the end, Whitman’s radical image of self-creation still depends on a
model of shepherding analogous to the one that structured Central Park. My question, then, is in
what ways is Whitman’s poetry, like the promenade in Central Park, a space meant to inspire
democratic exchange that instead reinscribes existing hierarchies at the same time that it opens
up unexpected avenues to fulfill its democratic goals?
One way to approach this question is through a consideration of Whitman’s relationship
to bourgeois domesticity. Whitman often rejects bourgeois domesticity as false and constraining.
In the third stanza of “Song of Myself,” the speaker says, “Houses and rooms are full of
perfumes. . . . the shelves are crowded with perfumes,/ I breathe the fragrance myself, and know
it and like it,/ The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it” (Whitman, Leaves
of Grass [1855] 13). Domesticity is not only a chimera here, but it is dangerously alluring—it
threatens to “intoxicate” the reader if he only lets it. Instead, the speaker opts for the authenticity
of nature: “The atmosphere is not a perfume … It is for my mouth forever . . . . I am in love with
it,/ I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and naked,/ I am mad for it to be
in contact with me” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 13). And yet, as Andrew Lawson argues
in Walt Whitman & the Class Struggle, Whitman is always actually positioned in an uneasy
relationship to the middle class and its conventional domesticity. Lawson points to an unsigned
review in the Brooklyn Daily Times where Whitman describes himself as “a man who is part and
part of the commonalty,” a man who so “loves the streets” that he would “leave a select soiree of
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elegant people any time to go with tumultuous men, roughs, receive their caresses and welcome,
listen to their noise, oaths, smut, fluency, laughter, repartee” (2). Just as in the lines above from
“Song of Myself,” Whitman is figured here in between the bourgeois house and the working
class street. And indeed, as Lawson makes clear, Whitman’s own class identity corresponds to
this position as he was always actually lower middle class, with one foot in the drawing room
where he hoped to make a name for himself in literary circles, and one foot in the street where he
walked daily and admired the people he observed.
This liminal class position explains Whitman’s tendency toward elevated language
despite his posturing as “one of the roughs” (Lawson xix), and the inconsistent treatment the
domestic realm receives in Whitman’s poetry. While he often rejects the middle class home for
the open road, he also evokes its trappings at key moments. Whitman’s speaker imagines God in
a domestic role when he says, “As God comes a loving bedfellow and sleeps at my side all night
and close on the/ peep of the day,/ And leaves for me baskets covered with white towels bulging
the house with their/ plenty” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 16). God is here imagined as a
host who makes the speaker comfortable in his home. Also, the famous passage revolving around
a runaway slave is the only time we see the speaker visited in his home as opposed to peering or
stepping into other people’s homes (Lawson 35). The emotional weight of this passage is a
product of the domestic attentions the speaker lavishes on the runaway slave: the speaker “let
him in (to his kitchen) and assured him,/ And brought water and filled a tub for his sweated body
and bruised feet,/ And gave him a room that entered from my own, and gave him some coarse
clean/ clothes” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 20). Lawson points to this passage and
observes that Whitman’s speaker behaves “like a stereotypical wife or domestic servant or nurse”
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(35). The fact that neither of these domestic scenes involves women shows, however, that while
the bourgeois domestic is not actually cast aside in Whitman’s poetry, it is reconstituted.
The runaway slave section is immediately followed by the twenty-eight bathers passage,
where a woman spies from within her home on a group of young men bathing outdoors. Unlike
the speaker’s and God’s homes in the previous passages, which are figured a place of crosshierarchical healing and care, the woman’s home is marked by its class and isolation: “She owns
the fine house by the rise of the bank,/ She hides handsome and richly drest aft the blinds of the
window” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 9). The reversal of the gender of the proper home in
these passages suggests the possibility of a newly constituted domestic structure. In “Whitman’s
Calamus Photographs,” Ed Folsom discusses a series of photographs that Whitman kept private
in which he recast himself into traditional poses such as the bride and groom or the family
tableau. Folsom explains of these photos that “Whitman used the others as props in the staging of
radically new versions of the self, new subject positions that destabilized traditional
categorizations of human relationships and that portrayed alternative familial and social bonds
that he knew an emerging democracy would demand” (194). We can see the reconfiguration of
domesticity in the poetry in line with this staging of “new versions of the family, marriage, and
social relationships that blur the traditional roles of mother, father, husband, wife, brother, lover
and friend” and “suggest some of the more radically transgressive dimensions of Whitman’s
under politics” (Folsom13). Indeed, Whitman’s speaker’s reimagining of the domestic sphere as
a place of homosocial bonding between himself and God and the runaway slave participates in
what Robyn Wiegman has identified as the utopian homoerotic vision that Whitman sets up
against the imperfections of America, a place where the aberrant becomes the ideal (139). This
complicates Whitman’s use of hierarchical structures, since he takes on the framework of the
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day’s conventional hierarchies in order to evacuate them of their content and refashion them as a
means through which to celebrate radical difference. Thus Whitman recasts the domestic—the
conventional seat of middle class self-identification—as a site shot through with new
possibilities of identificatory assemblages that cut against the standard distinctions between a
homogeneous inside and heterogeneous urban environment by staging intimacy with alterity.
Indeed, despite his emphasis elsewhere on nature, Whitman’s poetry broke with
Romantic nostalgia for pre-industrial rural life in his celebration of urban modernity. In the
preface to the 1855 introduction, Whitman catalogues both urban and rural aspects of American
life among the virtues of the nation in lines like this one: “the wharf hem’d cities and superior
marine—the unsurveyed interior—the doghouses and clearings and wild animals and hunters and
trappers . . . . the free commerce—the fisheries and whaling and gold-digging” (Whitman,
Leaves of Grass [1855] IV). But the emphasis is always on the wonders of the city and
modernity, as he returns later in that same sentence to praise “the large amativeness—the fluid
movement of the population—the factories and mercantile life and laborsaving machinery—the
yankee swap—the New York firemen and the target excursion” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass
[1855] IV). Likewise, in “Democratic Vistas,” he calls for an American “poetry that is bold,
modern, and all-surrounding and cosmical, as she is herself. It must in no respect ignore science
or the modern, but inspire itself with science and the modern. It must bend its vision toward the
future, more than the past” (Whitman, Democratic Vistas 1006).
Both Central Park and Whitman’s poetry, then, participated in a romanticism that was
linked to a particularly urban, modern middle class domesticity. And Whitman’s urbanism,
especially his depiction of the crowd, gives us a way to think about the impact his representation
of otherness has on his reformulation of the domestic. In “Whitman’s Lessons of the City,” Allan
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Trachtenberg asks, “How does the city’s materiality … figure itself in the tapestry of perception
Whitman invents as he sets out to model the city as poetry?” (Trachtenberg, “Whitman’s Lessons
of the City” 163). Trachtenberg exemplifies the critical tendency to find the answer to the
question of Whitman’s relationship to his urban setting in the many crowds that populate his
work. Thus Trachtenberg explains, “Whitman’s speaker makes the ecstatic claim of the mystic,
that he stands at once inside and outside himself, within the crowd which comprises the city, part
of it yet detached enough to hear his own voice. The poet minds his own voice calling at once to
the crowd and to himself, calling himself through or by means of the crowd: an act of selfinterpolation” (Trachtendberg “Whitman’s Lessons of the City” 169). Trachtenberg describes
here one of the ways Whitman’s speaker animates the city street by diffusing his identity
amongst the people he brushes up against in its masses. And indeed this is an apt way to
understand the dissolution of the self that is so characteristic of poems like “Crossing Brooklyn
Ferry,” where the speaker says, “myself/ disintegrated,/ Every one disintegrated, yet part of the
scheme” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1856] 211). By these means, the faceless, anonymous
crowd that for Benjamin, Simmel, and others is at the heart of 19th century urban anxiety is lent
a radical intimacy for Whitman that is more in line with conventional notions of the home than
the city street. However, if we push on the underlying assumption that it is “the crowd … (that)
comprises the city” for Whitman, and return to Trachtenberg’s query about the role of materiality
in Whitman’s poetry, what Jane Bennet would call its vibrant matter shows us the role of alterity
within Whitman’s intimacy, and by extension within his reworking of the domestic.
Attention to the material world of Whitman’s poetry lends us a new way to understand
Trachtenberg’s insight that Whitman’s city is “at once material place and mode of perception”
(“Whitman’s Lessons of the City” 163). Indeed, the material world’s vibrations and calls often
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shift the emphasis in Whitman’s poetry from visual to tactile perception, a move that puts greater
stress on the role of the city’s material as it comes into physical contact with the perceiving
subject’s body. And the repetitive structure of Whitman’s lines likewise work to enact a rhythm
that brings the reader into a bodily relationship with the poetry. The speaker’s interactions with
the non-human world of the city and the poetry’s rhythmic relationship to the reader offers an
alternative, extra-linguistic mode of identification that changes the role of bodies in Whitman’s
poetry and politics by opening up the possibility of an entirely new kind of democratic collective,
one that stresses the body as an autonomous, problematic participant. Thus we see that the poet’s
identity, which Trachtenberg describes as distributed throughout the crowd, is actually distributed
among a much larger network that includes the urban landscape, its everyday objects, and
America’s wildlife. From Whitman’s unique position in and against middle class domesticity,
this new network of identification also opens up new possibilities of heterogeneity within what
was often imagined to be a homogenous realm.
The materiality of Whitman’s poetry has been taken up by scholars such as Michael
Moon and Meredith McGill who draw on the field of book history to mine the implications of
Whitman’s revision process and his relationship to print culture. For Moon, Whitman’s revisions
cast the text itself as a figure for the body in a way that foregrounds the poetry’s changing
treatment of materiality. Ultimately, Moon sees the text’s fungibility as a means through which
Whitman processed the body’s multivalent political, hermeneutic, and epistemological
potentialities. I am indebted here to Moon’s insights into the ways that corporeal materiality is
central to Whitman’s poetry’s concordance to and dissonance with the dominant culture. McGill
focuses on the way Whitman harnessed issues surrounding the illegal reprinting process in order
to stage the emergence of his poetic voice out of a play of pre-existing discourses. McGill shows
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how Whitman’s experiments with poetic address allowed him to imagine a particular kind of
intimacy with his readers that drew on the physical circulation of his successive works. I’m
extending McGill’s approach here to consider how the experiments with voice that she identifies
in Whitman’s poetry are also central to his treatment of the material world. Whitman’s speaker is
often despairing his inability to respond to calls he perceives emanating from the non-human
world around him. This conceit renders the call a mode through which Whitman figures not only
the intimacy that McGill and Trachtenberg ascribe to it, but also a kind of radical alterity,
introducing a complicated ethical dimension to his representation of his poetic calling and the
possibility of difference within the domestic; the proximity of intimacy and alienation in
Whitman’s poetry functions to bring the city street figuratively inside for the reader.
Mark Noble’s American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens (2015) approaches
the materiality of Whitman’s poetry through popular contemporary scientific discourses about
the atom. Noble shows us the way these theories, which conceived of the atom as a universal
building block that is also an analog for the entire universe, provided Whitman with a material
basis through which to imagine his fantasy of political, sexual, and ontological unity at the same
time as it forced him to confront the danger such a theory posed to the stability and coherence of
the subject. Both Noble and Moon shift the standard account of the rising anxiety identifiable
over the course of the first three editions of Leaves of Grass by casting it as a function of
Whitman’s increasingly fraught relationship to the body specifically (in Moon’s case) and the
material world more generally conceived (in Noble’s). This culminates in Moon’s account of the
third edition in the staging and transcending of an Oedipal crisis through a confrontation with the
debris of the material world, and in Noble’s scheme, with a reckoning with the limitations of the
subject’s coherence in the face of a world without definitive borders. Both approaches have
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informed my reading here, but I contend that the alienation from the material world that
crescendos in the third edition is evident even in the 1850’s edition, and is in fact central to
Whitman’s conception of his poetic project in so far as it is the primary mode through which he
conceptualizes the alterity that troubled his vision of domestic democracy.
Much of the 1855 edition of “Song of Myself” revolves around the limits of
comprehension and expression. In the final account of the grass in the “What is the grass?”
section, we see the cityscape animated by a very different kind of crowd than the one in the street
with which Trachtenberg describes the speaker communing. Here the speaker imagines the grass
growing out of masses of dead bodies: he calls it “the beautiful uncut hair of graves,” and muses
“It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men,/ It may be if I had known them I would
have loved them” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 31). The grass constitutes another “crowd”
with which the speaker seeks to connect, but in contrast to the living crowd with which the
speaker enjoys a paroxysm of perfect communication in the second edition, the grass here
embodies an encounter characterized by untranslatable alterity: “O I perceive after all so many
uttering tongues!/ And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for nothing./ I wish
I could translate the hints about the dead young men/ and women,/ And the hints about old men
and mothers, and the/ offspring taken soon out of their laps” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855]
32). Following Moon’s lead, critics have tended to read the first edition of Leaves of Grass in
terms of the optimistic fluidity celebrated in many poems and marked formally by the edition’s
lack of titles and conventional punctuation. These lines, however, point to the anxiety over
boundaries that undergirds this fluidity, as the uncanny apostrophe and breathless rhythm that
follows it indicate. Whitman’s speaker hearkens here to a call that he cannot answer or
understand, and it is significant that the crisis here culminates in a domestic scene—“old men
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and mothers, and the/ offspring taken soon out of their laps”—that literally brings the problem of
alterity home to roost.
The role of the body in these lines is instructive for how materiality and alterity operate in
the early versions of Whitman’s thinking about democracy, intimacy, and domesticity.
Characteristically, the body is elevated in relation to the soul—it is the material body and not the
immaterial soul that retains agency after death. This move operates as part of Whitman’s project
to rehabilitate the body in the face of Victorian prudishness, but the fact that these bodies are
reanimated corpses point to the way in which the body and the material world it is part of also
signify the problem of otherness at the heart of Whitman’s utopia. The material world is
repeatedly animated in a way that brings the speaker to the edges of comprehension and
expression. I contend that this constitutes a mode of thinking through political and sexual
difference, and that casting the problem as a lacunae between the poetic subject and a material
world that demands recognition opens up a space for an extra-linguistic mode of communication
that provides a different way to create connections usually associated with the middle-class,
domestic arena.
The material world in Whitman’s text resonates with invocations the speaker strains to
comprehend and respond to. An instance of this occurs in “Song of Myself”: “The press of my
foot to the earth springs a hundred/ affections,/ They scorn the best I can do to relate them”
(Whitman Leaves of Grass [1855] 38). Here again we have an affective encounter with the
material world that brings the speaker to the limits of his powers of expression, and does so by
evoking a category of feeling—affections—usually associated at the time with domesticity. Jane
Bennet has pointed to this moment as an example of Whitman’s sympathy with the non-human
world, a sympathy she describes as his proffered alternative to the period’s roiling social, class,
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and sectional anxieties (Bennet, “Whitman’s Sympathies”). And indeed we repeatedly see
Whitman’s speaker describe himself as sympathetically straining toward an evocative material
world he cannot quite translate into words, thus shifting both the site and object of the most
paradigmatic of domestic feelings. As Bennett helps us see, Whitman’s sympathy with the nonhuman is an expression of a productive anxiety about the role bodies can play in politics despite
their difference. Thus the speaker uses his bodily interaction (it is through pressing on the pave
that he releases the sounds) with the material world to gesture toward an alternative, extra-verbal
mode of communion with alterity, a communion with alterity that flies in the face of a
domesticity that Amy Kaplan has helped us see was generally based on the banishment of
foreign elements.
The material world allows Whitman to problematize the issues of identity and alienation
often geographically mapped onto the distinction between foreign and domestic because the
materiality holds out the promise of unmediated correspondence, but also evokes a host of
conceptual and poetic problems that revolve around the impossibility to translate or transmute an
unmediated experience into language. Thus “Song of Occupations” meditates on this issue:
“There is something that comes to one now and perpetually,/ It is not what is printed, preach’d,
discussed, it eludes discussion/ and print,/ It is not to be put in a book,/ It is for you whoever you
are, it is no farther from you than your/ hearing and sight are from you,/ It is hinted by nearest,
commonest, readiest, it is ever provoked/ by them” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 91). This
stanza suggests an alternative to linguistic expression, one that is both more immediate in being
“no farther from you than your/ hearing and sight” at the same time as it is more elusive—it
remains unnamed, and it merely “hints” and “provokes.” Bodily sensation, and in particular
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sound, emerges in Whitman’s poetry as an extra-linguistic mode of contact with the material
world that works around the immaterial, ungraspable nature of linguistic expression.
Much attention is paid to the sound of the city in “Song of Myself.” In a representative
instance, a catalogue of noises conjures the aural experience of the urban street. It begins: “The
blab of the pave . . . . The tires of carts and stuff of/ bootsoles and talk of promenaders,/ The
heavy omnibus, the driver with his interrogating thumb,/ the clank of the shod horses on the
granite floor” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 33). The emphasis here is on the sounds that
the objects create, evoking Heidegger’s sound in the chimney and its attendant emphasis on the
object at hand. This emphasis lends another valence to the description of the stones: “The
impassive stones that receive and return so many echoes,/ The souls moving along . . . . Are they
invisible while the/ least atom of the stones is visible?” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1855] 34).
Although the speaker describes the stones as impassive, they are also, as Mark Noble points out,
compared to souls. The stones, in fact, occupy a similar position as the speaker, who is likewise
attempting to receive and return messages from the world around him. The stanza ends with
slippage between sound and identity: “What living and buried speech is always vibrating here …
I mind them or the resonance of them . . . . . I come again/ and again” (Whitman, Leaves of
Grass [1855] 34). These lines render speech sound instead of medium—speech vibrates; its
resonances invoke the speaker iteratively. The speaker does not understand and respond to the
“living and buried” speech of the material world; rather, it resounds through his person,
providing an unmediated, non-verbal mode of communication/ communion that blurs the
boundaries of the subject and opens up new possibilities of identity and identification.
The repetition of “I come again/ and again” in this line is key to understanding how
sound functions in Leaves of Grass because it points to the way rhythm offers an extra-linguistic
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mode of identification for Whitman. Most accounts of the human experience of rhythm involve
the kind of conscious or subconscious expectation of return we see evoked by the structured
repetition of not only this line, but the many instances of structured repetition throughout
Whitman’s poetry. Much ink has been spilled on the rhythms of Whitman’s free-verse, with a
critical tendency to focus either on the way his anaphora and penchant for parallelism mimic
Christian liturgy or its structural function in producing a sense of closure when the speaker
finally breaks from the pattern (Steele 261). What I am interested in here is investigating how the
rhythms of repetition in Whitman’s lines enact the extra-linguistic vibrational contact described
in “Song of Myself” and elsewhere. This is not to say, of course, that Whitman’s poetry is itself
extra-linguistic, but rather, I am drawing attention to the way rhythm, because of its inherent
relationship to the body, emerges as a formal and thematic alternative to what the speaker
describes as the abstractions and limitations of written and spoken language. It thereby also
provides an alternative mode of intimate relation to the one usually set in the home.
Psychoanalyst Nicholas Abraham gives us a way to understand how the rhythms of
repetition in Whitman’s work point to an extra-linguistic mode of identification. Abraham is less
interested in organic rhythms—heart beats, rain falling, etc.—than he is with culturally
constructed rhythms, or, more specifically, with how external rhythms get incorporated into the
organic rhythms that make up our bodily consciousness. He explains that our experience of
rhythm is always bodily and participatory before it is cognitive. Thus we often find ourselves
already in a rhythm before we are aware of the rhythm as such. As an example, Abraham points
to the experience of a train ride: “But now here I am, for the past moment or so, nodding my
head, tapping my foot, and my whole body is vibrating to the beat of a rhythm that seems
unending” (21). Abraham only recognizes the rhythmic pulse of the wheels on the tracks when
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he recognizes their vibration through his body and the way it has subconsciously inspired him to
nod his head and tap his foot. Rhythm is thus in an important respect a disciplining of the body—
it trains the body to not only expect the next rhythmic occurrence, but also to participate in its
actualization.
Abraham avoids reducing the experience of rhythm, however, to pure enthrallment by
putting it in terms of possession and becoming: “the perception of a rhythm-object is already, in
a sense, possession … How is it that I come to possess the rhythm-object? By making myself a
rhythm-object. And so I have it because I am it” (Abraham 75). Thus rhythm is imposed on the
subject through its effect on the body—it produces, or in Abraham’s terms, it “rhythmizes” the
subject, but it also produces the conditions of possibility for a new kind of identity and
identification akin to the way that musical sampling has shown us the same rhythm can
undergird very different songs. Accordingly, the “rhythmization” of the subject constitutes an
imposition of bodily control in reverse proportion to the extent that the subject actively takes
possession of the movement. Abraham explains how singing allows the factory worker, who is
literally subject to the rhythmic, repetitive movements imposed on him by his work, to
temporarily re-inscribe his actions: “for the singer, the movements have received a new
signification: no longer a means of adapting to the machine or of executing a task, they are now
sighted with a view to something unreal and transcendent, whose imaginary presence they must
represent” (76). The example reveals an ambivalent power dynamic inherent to rhythm,
especially due to the limited way in which we can say that a worker has changed his material
condition by singing. The factory worker is to a great extent determined by the rhythmic
movements and vibrations of his work, but he is also able to use its rhythmic patterning as the
basis of a self-expression that (provisionally) transforms the significance of the constitutive
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rhythm in the process. The idea that rhythm can be said to constitute identity in a real but limited
sense gives us a new way to think about Whitman’s rhythms of repetition, and it sheds a different
light on Lefebvre’s statement, which we will look into in greater detail below, that the
rhythmanalyst is the “creator descended to the street of the city state” (25, emphasis added). By
these lights, the rhythmanalyst creates the city street because, by altering its tempos, he creates
the conditions of identity and identification of its practitioners.
Abraham’s formulation helps us understand the meaning of Whitman’s rhythms because
his account of becoming a rhythm-object constitutes an avenue for individual and group
identification outside of what the speaker identifies as the limitations of language. It also
radically expands the category of group identification in ways that illuminate Whitman’s
speaker’s treatment of the material world. Abraham’s rhythm treats the human body as one node
in a network of other human and non-human bodies, the rhythmic interaction of which produces
the conditions of possibility for an extra-linguistic identity and identification and provides the
basis for Whitman’s reformulation of the domestic narrative of sympathetic becoming.
Abraham also gives us a way to return to the question of grass in Whitman’s poetry as an
answer to the problem of alterity laid out above. Rhythm, as a forward-looking repetition that is
nonetheless constituted of discreet entities, or iterations, emerges as a way to understand
Whitman’s use of grass. Rather than the leveling of difference we saw Fisher and Lawson ascribe
to Whitman’s grass above, we can see the grass as a way to imagine coherence despite
difference. In this vein, Eric Wilson identifies the grass as “one of Whitman’s master tropes for
the rhizome,” which is characterized by “a subterranean, horizontal stem possessing no central
root, growing several directions at once;” an example of “true multiplies, assemblages of
heterogeneous parts” (3). Due to this flattened structure, grass functions for Whitman as a way to
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maintain emphasis on both the particular and the whole, on both radical difference and coherent
unity. Likewise the rhythms of Whitman’s poetry allow him to imagine coherence in the face of
radical difference as opposed to separating coherence and difference out between the domestic
and the foreign.
The “Calamus” poems bring together the several threads of this section. Emerging for the
first time in the 1860 edition, Whitman identified the “Calamus” poems as his most pointed
defense of the democratic Union. He imagined that the type of amative bonding between men
that these poems celebrate would be the glue to hold the nation’s class and racial tensions
together. However, similar to the 1855 edition, Whitman’s democratic project here is
problematically situated within a structure marked by hierarchies, since these poems of manly
love emerge out of the most highly structured of the editions of “Leaves of Grass;” The 1860
edition is the first in which the poems are placed into thematic, titled groupings. The hierarchy of
class divisions is also begged by the authorial portrait in this edition. In 1860, Whitman replaced
the casual “loafing” pose of the 1855 frontispiece with a formal portrait in which he clearly takes
on the literary establishment’s image of the gentleman of letters.

Figure 4: “frontispiece,” Leaves of Grass,
Walt Whitman Digital Archive (1855).

Figure 5: “frontispiece,” Leaves of Grass
Walt Whitman Digital Archive (1860)
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Despite this gesture toward the bourgeois establishment, however, the 1860 edition was widely
criticized for its sexual content, a censure aimed not at the “Calamus” poems’ homo-eroticism,
but rather at the “Enfans d’Adam” cluster’s representation of heterosexual love and sex.
The fact that the cluster’s homoeroticism flew, as it were, under the radar due to the
preceding and more overt poems about heterosexual sex is one way that this edition parallels the
use of Central Park as a homosexual cruising ground under the cover of the heterosexual
activities taking place there. Another way is that “Enfans d’Adam” begins out in the open; its
first words are “To the garden” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1860] 288), whereas “Calamus”
begins with a turning away from public grounds; its first line is, “In Paths Untrodden” (Whitman,
Leaves of Grass [1860] 341). Indeed, there is great emphasis throughout the 1860 edition on
privacy, expressed both thematically in poems where the speaker celebrates being alone with the
object of the poem, and semantically through the consistent use of parentheses that enact a
nesting and privacy within the stanzas. This privacy, though, finds expression in the “Enfans
d’Adam” poems through fantasies of total privacy—the speaker says, in parentheses: “(Hark,
close and still, what I now whisper to you,/ I love you—O you entirely possess me,/ O I wish that
you and I escape from the rest, and go/ utterly off—O free and lawless,/ Two hawks in the air—
two fishes swimming in the/ sea not more lawless than we)” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1860]).
This passage is characteristic of the heterosexual love scenes which are conventionally private
and associated solely with nature. In the “Calamus” poems, like in Central Park, nature is still
paramount, but amative privacy is often set in a kind of public. In Poem 19, the speaker says he
will no longer “Mind” the “timid models of the rest, the majority,” and instead “have adopted
models for myself, and now offer them to the Lands” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1860] 365).
He will use this newfound counter-cultural freedom to express his love in public, by kissing his
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comrade, “in the public room, or on the crossing of the street, or on the ships deck” (Whitman,
Leaves of Grass [1860] 165). In a line that evokes Chauncey’s description of the secret modes of
expression used by the gay community in public spaces like Central Park, the speaker says in
poem 41, “I meant that you should discover me so, by my faint/ indirections,/ And I, when I meet
you, mean to discover you by the/ like in you” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1860] 41). The
speaker goes on here to say that this person will be closer to him than the domestic parent, wife,
husband, brother, child, showing how these relationships imagined a recasting of the domestic
realm that structured middle class society.
There is emphasis throughout “Calamus” on privacy and secrecy as the place where true
communication can occur. In the first poem, the speaker describes a private retreat from a
markedly urban setting: “Here, by myself, away from the clank of the world, Tallying and talked
to here by tongues aromatic,/ No longer abashed—for in this secluded spot I can/ response as I
would not dare elsewhere” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass [1860] 341). In these poems about homoerotic love, the speaker enjoys both a park-like reprieve from the “clank” of the industrialized
city, and the ability to “respond” to the physical world that left him speechless in the 1855
edition. Later in this same poem, the speaker tellingly describes the type of attachment describes
in these poems: “Strong upon me the life that does not exhibit itself,/ yet contains all the rest,/
Resolved to sing no songs to-day but those of manly attachment” (Whitman, Leaves of Grass
[1860] 341). As an answer to the frustrated calls of the 1855 edition, the secreted privacy of the
“Calamus” poems provide new forms of middle class identity and identification that thematize
the work of the rhythms of the first edition. I am interested in thinking about these rhythms
alongside those of Central Park to see how they settle and unsettle new possibilities of dwelling
within the bourgeois culture in which their democratic projects are embedded.
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Rhythmanalysis: Towards a Conclusion

Thus both Central Park and Whitman’s poetry are sites that are famous for creating and
evoking homo-erotic interclass contact deeply disruptive to the period’s bourgeois middle class
norms at the same time as they were self-consciously bound up in bourgeois middle class
rhetoric and values. The tension between these project’s hierarchical structures and their
disruptive sexual energy can be seen in terms of paths and deviations, since, as was discussed
above, one must deviate from the prescribed path to enter the cruising grounds in Central Park’s
ramble, and Whitman’s “Calamus” poems famously begins with a turning toward “paths
untrodden,/ in the growth by margins of pond water.” The rhythms of Whitman’s poetry itself
embodies this tension in the way the repetition of lines such as “I guess, Or I guess, Or I guess”
at the beginning of the stanzas in the “What is the Grass?” section both establishes a sense or
expectation of rhythm, and then turns away from it in increasingly long and unpredictable
deviations. Sara Ahmed’s formulation of direction and orientation help us to understand how the
“disruptive” elements of Central Park and Whitman’s poetry are inherent to their regulative
rhythms. In Queer Phenomenology, Ahmed describes giving directions as a kind of orientation:
A direction is also something one gives … Directions are instructions about ‘where,’ but
they are also about ‘how’ and ‘what’: directions take us somewhere by the very
requirement that we follow a line that is drawn in advance. A direction is thus produced
over time; a direction is what we are asked to follow. The etymology of ‘direct’ relates to
‘being straight’ or getting ‘straight to the point.’ To go directly is to follow a line without
a detour, without mediation. Within the concept of direction is a concept of ‘straightness.’
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’ To follow a line might be a way of becoming straight, by not deviating at any point
(Ahmed, 16)
What would it mean to think about the rhythms of Whitman’s poetry and Central Park’s
landscape architecture as directions in Ahmed’s terms? Both the poetry and the park use rhythm
to instruct its users on where and how to look (at nature) in an attempt to produce a certain kind
of democratic subject.
The legacy of these rhythm-directions, however, have in an important respect been
defined by what might be called their deviations in the cruising grounds of the ramble in Central
Park, and the Calamus poems in Leaves of Grass. Deviations, Ahmed tells us, “can … allow
those who deviate to find each other, as bodies who do not or cannot follow the lines that are
assumed to lead to happy endings” (105). The deviations from the paths demarcated in Central
Park and Whitman’s poetry turn what would otherwise be a site of hierarchical division into a
site of homo-erotic inter-class contact, and give us a new way to think about 19th century
attempts to define the democratic or liberal subject through abstract or rational means. The
structure of defining deviations complicates schemes advanced by critics like Philip Fisher that
see the late 19th century democratic ideal of thinkers like Whitman defined by an abstract
leveling of all difference. It offers instead an alternative model characterized by rhythmic
oscillations between poles like public and private, hierarchy and inter-class contact, and
regulatory control and disruptive secretions.
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Ch 2. Circulating the American Domestic: The Domestic Ideal and the City in Woman’s
Home Companion at The Turn of The Century
A square table covered in a light cloth and topped with a sturdy oil lamp gathers a white
family of six in its warm glow. The mother is sewing while two older children study or draw and
two younger children flank their father as he reads a copy of Ladies’ Home Companion out loud.
This is the image that addresses the reader from the front-page header of the May 1, 1893 edition
of Ladies’ Home Companion. Several elements of the illustration accord with late Victorian
domestic ideology. The image, which was featured at the top of the first page of each edition of
Ladies’ Home Companion in 1893, features a prototypical domestic scene structured by the 19thcentury fantasy of the white middle class domestic sphere; the father wears a smoking jacket, an
article of clothing that performs as a sign of leisure, and suggests he has business attire that has
been cast off for this intimate gathering. The scene extends only as far as the light from the oil
lamp shines, creating a domestic solipsism that shuts out the external world. The absence of
signs of the period’s modern features—electricity, labor-saving appliances, mass-produced
products—speaks to a nostalgia for the pre-modern, rural model of homemaking that dominated
Victorian domestic ideals. One might expect, then, from the magazine’s initial visual address,
that Ladies’ Home Companion straightforwardly advanced the ideology that located the seat of
domesticity in rural America and inspired geographical bifurcations between the rural and the
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urban like those that inspired the period’s popular advice manuals9. Yet despite the reputation of
19th-century mass circulation women’s magazines as inherently regressive defenders of
traditional gender roles (a reputation that women’s periodicals carry into the present day10),
women’s magazines were, and in many ways continue to be, an embodiment and an agent of an
urban modernity that creates and facilitates new industrialized, cosmopolitan identities for
women on a national scale.
Several elements of the front page of the May 1, 1893 edition that appear below the
header illustration exhibit the magazine’s entrenchment in urban modernity. Below the header
are two columns—the table of contents runs along the left-hand side of the page—and the righthand side has two ads: the first is for the newly constructed Plantation Hotel, and the other, a
dishwasher. A blend of modernity and nostalgia is evident in these ads. The dishwasher is
marketed as an escape from housework; its copy reads: “The desire of every housewife to be rid
of the drudgery of dish-washing realized at last by the introduction into the economies of the
kitchen of a Mary Jane.” The ad for the Plantation Hotel includes a large line drawing of the
building’s massive architecture and begins its description by locating the hotel in urban space
through a description of its position relative to various modes of public transportation and, a
marker of modernity in its own right, the main entrance to the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. The
ad further embeds itself in contemporary discourses about modern life in the city when it
references electricity and two hot-button issues of urban building reform: ventilation and fire
safety. It boasts, “250 rooms and all get air and light from outside,” and then lists the building

9

These manuals worked to extend the rural, domestic realm into the modern city, which figured within a national
geographic imaginary as morally treacherous territory for the young men and women who were leaving the
countryside in increasing numbers in search of employment.
10
I thus see the turn towards progressive politics of women’s magazines like Teen Vogue in recent years as not a
departure from but an intensification of aspects of women’s magazines that have existed since the 19th century
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materials: “A substantial brick and sheet steel building, stone foundation. Practically fireproof”
(Ladies’ Home Companion, 5 Jan. 1893, pp.1). These modern concerns are balanced in the ad by
reference to mainstays of Victorian domesticity like the specialized rooms of Victorian domestic
architecture: the ad lists a study, reading room, and ladies’ parlor as a means to ensure that the
hotel is a space where middle class domesticity can still be performed despite its semi-publicity.
Even the hotel’s name, Plantation Hotel, constitutes a backward glance to the plantation from the
decidedly modern vantage point of a hotel. This juxtaposition of nostalgic and forward-facing
domesticity is indicative of the magazine’s place between these two modes of home-making.
The ad for Plantation Hotel points to a main concern of this chapter in its depiction of a
domesticity that blurs the lines between public and private, thereby eschewing the traditional
formulation whereby the home is the private site of reproduction where sentimental intimacy,
selfless love, and tenderness inhere over and against the world outside, characterized by the
publicness of work and competition. In this chapter, I will show the ways in which women’s
magazines, and particularly Ladies’ Home Companion, renamed Woman’s Home Companion in
1896, participated in a domesticity that located the domestic ideal in the city, thus reversing the
geography that figured the city a threat to the “proper” domesticity of the country. Attention to
the domestic ideal’s shift from the country to the city throws into relief under-considered
questions about the role the city, modernity and professionalization played in the formation of
domestic ideology in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It shows that, in important respects,
the city stopped being conceived of as a threat to domesticity in this period and instead became
central to a new kind of domesticity that was aligned with modernity, professionalism, and
industrialization. This new urban domesticity was characterized by a homosocial intimacy that
manifested in women working, living, and writing together in various new spaces like offices,
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clubhouses, and department stores. The representation of these spaces in the Companion
challenged delineations between public and private and their respective affects even as they did
not go so far as to challenge the nuclear, hetero-normative family that, after all, occupied the
publication’s header. My aim is to flesh out the contours of the new forms of intimacy made
possible by the new forms of domesticity.
In rearranging the gendered geography of the 19th century city, The Companion
demonstrates a critique of separate spheres ideology that continues today. Critics like Cathy
Davidson and Mary Ryan have illustrated the limitations of approaching 19th and 20th century
literature and culture through the narrow lens of the masculine public and the feminine private,
since that topography not only applies exclusively to white, bourgeois heterosexual/patriarchal
families, but also doesn’t account for the many activities and networks that brought even the
white middle class housewife out of the home in meaningful ways. Ryan, who describes her
work as “going in search of women in public,” thus showed that the city street was actually a
heterogeneous zone that provided the stage for what would be considered public and private
experiences (Ryan, Women in Public 4). She looks at how this led to urban space getting “crisscrossed with real and imaginary boundaries: the categories of proper and improper womanhood,
the segregated territories of ladies, the places for polite heterosociality, and the spacial
restrictions on prostitution” (Ryan, Empire of Motherhood 92).
Ryan is interested in the ways the boundaries of the 19th century middle class home bled
into the city street by transgressive actors and emotions. Women’s magazines, and the
Companion in particular, brought domesticity into another kind of public by bringing the
commerce, competition, and worldly concerns of the publishing world into the bourgeois house.
Women’s magazines co-opted the heretofore masculine realm of business and publishing for the
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thoroughly heterogeneous, if not dominantly feminine, world of the magazine’s writers, editors,
and readers. The Companion and other women’s magazines erode the clean distinctions between
masculine and feminine realms first by virtue of making a thoroughly modern industry out of
domestic mastery, thus bringing the masculine arena of business and competition into the
feminine space of the home, but also in more nuanced ways by opening up possibilities for
women to gain a foothold in modern America through new associations, professional
opportunities, and knowledge.
In the pages that follow, I explore the Companion’s relationship to the city, modernity,
and professionalism through an examination of its letters, advertisements, and running columns.
I then look at the Companion’s treatment of 19th century club activities and race and ethnicity to
put in view the scope and limitations of the magazine’s ambitions in the context of Edith
Wharton’s late novel, Twilight Sleep, which parodies the type of modern, urban womanhood the
magazine promotes.

Reading Women’s Magazines

In their 2011 contribution to the PMLA, Sean Latham and Robert Scholes describe a shift
in periodical studies, from an approach that treated newspapers and magazines as containers of
discrete bits of information to autonomous objects of study that require new methodologies
(517). One of the challenges of reading magazines critically is that a single publication’s run
encompasses an overwhelming amount of material—thousands of pages of text and image that
bring together a bewildering set of contacts between disparate genres, topics, and modes of
expression. This requires, as Lori Cole noted in her comments on the “Magazine Modernism”
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NEH seminar, a kind of cultural and linguistic translation that provides new modes of thinking
about “what constitutes a periodical network or ‘imagined community’” (116). In the pages that
follow, I am working from my sense of the Companion as a discrete object of study in Latham
and Scholes’ terms and focus on the period between the 1890’s, when the magazine moved its
major operations to New York City, and the 1920’s, when historical forces began pushing
America’s ideas about domesticity increasingly out of the rural/ urban tension I am interested in
by adding the third space of the suburb.11
What I offer here is not a comprehensive account of the magazine, which would be
impossible within the scope of this dissertation, but rather an analysis of exemplary material.
This approach allows me to represent both common themes that unify the contents of the
magazine or a particular edition as well as surprising tensions among and between written pieces
themselves and between written pieces and advertising copy. I take up the network of readers
through an analysis of the letters published by the magazine while acknowledging that these
letters are highly curated and in some cases, surely, fabricated. My aim is to access an aspect of
the domestic experience in this period that is shared and intimate at the same time. As several of
the letters to the editor that we will look at attest, women’s magazines constituted many women’s
primary contact with the written word, and because women writers edited many of the columns,
and women readers were encouraged to write in to the magazine, the Companion can be seen to
constitute what Habermas might call a homosocial public.
The study of magazines is inherently interdisciplinary, bringing together visual and
textual modes of analysis as well as a broad range of genres and media. The Companion’s focus
on domesticity spans the interests of this dissertation in so far as it combines engagement with

11

See Delores Hayden’s Building Suburbia. New York: Vintage, 2004.
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domesticity’s practices and ideology with its spatial concerns. I am particularly interested in
women’s magazines because of the way they have long been treated as regressive agents of the
patriarchy. I add this study to projects like those of Susan Fraiman, who asks us to reconsider the
political work that home-writing magazines did in providing women with new imaginative and
professional routes to the world beyond the home.12 This brings studies of women’s magazines
into the scope of American Studies inquiries such as Dana Luciano and Ivy Wilson’s Unsettled
States, which looks at the power in what appears to be marginal, cramped spaces. The dynamic
between the periodical as an agent of the power, money, and politics of the hegemony and the
often subversive energy that bubbled up through its contents is described by Lisa Duggan in
Sapphic Slashers when she points to the ways the “events, populations, forms of identification,
and meaning making” that are covered in its pages constituted “multiple, overlapping, conflicting
publics that were never reducible to or controllable by the institution of the” publication (34).
Thus we will see how the middle class home is figured in the pages of the Companion as an
intimate site where the period’s distinctly public political, ideological, and spatial concerns were
processed and negotiated.
Women’s magazines were a major cultural force at the turn of the century. Seven of
every eight magazine subscribers in the 1890’s were women (Mott 353), and, by 1917, four of
the top six largest magazines were women’s publications, the Companion among them (WallerZuckerman, Women’s Magazines 44). Most wide-distribution women’s magazines of this period
had similar departments that solicited letters and covered a comparable range of topics, but I
have chosen to focus on the Companion in this chapter for two main reasons. First, of the major

12

See Fraiman’s “The Bad Girls of Good Housekeeping”
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women’s magazines at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, it built up the
largest readers’ bureau, with experts in each department responsible for answering reader
correspondence. The Companion therefore devoted the largest portion of its pages to readerresponse departments, an affective technology that speaks to its editorial commitment to
fostering a personal feeling among its readership, and the magazine’s 1914 reader survey
reported that they had received 135,243 letters, a testament to the impact on reader engagement
that this kind of marketing approach inspired (Waller, Women’s Magazines 49). Second, the
Companion’s distribution pattern makes it particularly interesting for my study of urban
domesticity because the magazine was produced in New York City after the 1890’s, but had a
large audience in rural America. By 1908, the magazine’s self-survey included a breakdown of
their circulation by state and county. Frederick Collins, who was the editor from 1906-1911,
noted, “of this circulation probably over 80% is located in small cities, towns and country
districts. A larger percentage than is usual in magazine circulation is to be found west of the MI
River,” (qtd. In Waller, Women’s Magazines 45). This speaks to a vital relationship between
urban and rural domesticity at the heart of the Companion. The magazine entered the intimate
sphere of the rural home as an urban cultural product that mirrored the setting of its reception as
it worked to take on the intimate affect usually ascribed to the rural home.

The Companion as Modern Domestic Advisor

The product of a confluence of technological developments, expanded modes of
distribution, and the rise of managerial capitalism, 19th-century women’s magazines were
consistently at the vanguard of the publishing industry in terms of production, distribution, and
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marketing practices. By the mid-1890’s, most major operations of women’s magazines had
moved to big cities (Waller-Zukerman, 27), and were agents of the urban modernity of their
production sites in several respects. Because they were the first publications to gain a truly
national audience, they arguably constituted America’s first mass culture, distributing
representations of urban life and its concerns across the country (Ohmann viv). Women’s
magazines’ advertising practices fueled the growth and development of national products made
in rapidly modernizing American factories, and the far-reaching articles and columns that were a
mainstay of these publications exposed readers to the newly cosmopolitan nature of the modern
world by covering topics like foreign courtship and marriage customs, and major international
events such as the Cuban revolution13. Beyond these elements, however, one of their chief
attractions was the help they offered their readers in processing and navigating the rapidly
changing terrain of industrial America. An August 1893 excerpt from a long-running column
called “Mother’s Chat” points to this role as it counsels mothers to jot down memories in a book
because modern culture has lost its space and reverence for mementos:
The old rule of keeping all odds and ends for several years … no longer holds good in
this wonderfully transitory age. Apartment houses do not as easily lend themselves to the
requirements of hoarding as did the garrets of earlier days, and the Lares and Penates
have been driven hither and thither in furniture vans until they are mere wrecks, and
refuse to guard the steam-heating apparatus of degenerate modern families (Parker, Eliza.
“Mothers’ Chat.” Ladies’ Home Companion, 8 Aug. 1893, pp. 10).

13

This was particularly true of the period when Arthur Vance was the editor from 1900-1906, as he was committed
to making the magazine of more general interest. Even after 1911, though, when the Companion began to focus
more narrowly on women’s concerns under editor Gertrude Lane, there were still many non-fiction articles that
exposed readers to international affairs, just with an overtly “feminine” slant.
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This passage reveals the role of women as carriers of domestic, sentimental culture and tradition
into the new, urban landscape. It also points to the ambivalence of much of the magazine’s
treatment of modernity and the way it is both projected onto and materialized by changing
architectural forms—modernity, embodied here in apartment homes—is “wonderfully
transitory” at the same time that its urban domesticity produces “degenerate families.” Articles
like this one give shape to modernity for its audience by narrating the changes it has affected in
American housekeeping practices, and offers the homemaker advice on how the new
dispensation can be used to her advantage. Thus we can see the magazine is both an expression
of modern forces in its publishing, advertising, and distribution practices and engaged in
performatively helping to actualize modernity as an embodied, domestic practice via its editorial
guidance.
This column also speaks to the central interest of women’s magazines for this
dissertation: its advisory tone is indicative of the intimate, homosocial affect the magazine forged
with its readers through its engagement with urban modernity. The dominant domestic ideology
placed intimacy in the rural home, a normally private realm that functionally closed women off
to a life of confinement and stymied connection, their emotional worlds privatized and made
almost taboo or “obscene.”14 Women’s magazines point to the opportunities for alternative
modes of intimacy that extend the emotional worlds of women, connecting them with a
community of women from which they would otherwise be closed off.
One of the main ways that intimacy was fostered in the Companion was through columns
in which the author received and responded to letters. Starting in the 1890’s, the magazine
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It is worth noting here that “obscene” in Latin comes from ob-sckene or off stage, that is, that which cannot
appear on stage or in public.
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institutionalized its role as modernity advisor through articles and series that participated in or
reported on progressive-era campaigns addressing particularly modern dangers to the home,
including unsanitary grocery stores, food adulteration, and contaminated milk. Added to these
features were new staples like a growing number of columns that invited readers’ letters on
topics such as navigating the urban workplace and scientific approaches to infant- and childcare.
These “departments,” as they were called, fostered a sense of intimacy through headers that
encouraged readers to treat their editors like confidantes and promised that every letter would get
a personal response, even though only a small fraction were published.
These elements of the magazine helped urban readers gain purchase on what the modern
world meant for the changing roles of women in America, a function we will see is taken up and
intensified by the magazine’s treatment of club activities. A letter published in the “Dear Editor”
column of the June 1913 edition demonstrates the way much of the magazine’s advice was
oriented toward managing modernity. The letter-writer explains that when she receives each
edition in the mail, “the (magazine’s) advice and instruction and truly helpful suggestions get the
first attention, for I, like many others, I believe, am so busy that I need all the help to manage as
soon and as fast as I can get it” (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s Home Companion, June 1913, pp. 74).
The letter writer, who is identified by her first name and state, describes life in New York as
distinctly unmanageable, and the magazine as valuable in helping her cope. Of course, the
magazine’s advisory role was a part of its marketing scheme, a fact driven home by bald-faced
features like a January, 1894 article that cast advertisements as vital pedagogical tools that
women were encouraged to view as free educational opportunities where “human nature is so
clearly and frankly disclosed (“Reading Advertisements.” Woman’s Home Companion, 1
January, 1894, pp.2). What interests me here, though, is the intimate affect the Companion
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forged out of its urban, commercial domesticity through formal apparatuses like its readerresponse columns and how that affect speaks to changing elements of the period’s domestic
ideology and practices. In particular, I am curious about how the thoroughly urban women’s
magazine reveals a shift in domestic ideology and practices from its previous orientation toward
the country to the city.

The Companion and The City

“The Coming Bachelor Girl” by Rosalind Dorot exemplifies the treatment cities received
in popular domestic periodicals at the turn of the nineteenth century. The article, published in the
June 1899 edition of The Woman’s Home Companion councils recent female college graduates
against trying to “be something” in a big city. The practice of young women relocating to urban
centers in search of new opportunities is a “fad,” the author warns, that almost invariably ends in
overwork, under-appreciation, and poverty. Instead, Dorot suggests young women try to “be
something” as wife and mother in a small town first, and only consider a possible move to the
city once she’s proven her “genius” there. She says, “Whatever the ‘something’ that you have
determined to ‘be,’ be it at home first. Try it awhile on your family and friends, and then work it
out on your enemies and the surrounding towns … (and only then) pack your trunk and come on
to New York” (Dorot, Rosalind. “The Coming Bachelor Girl.” Woman’s Home Companion, 1
Jan. 1898, pp.4). The rural home functions in Dorot’s prescription as a testing ground for urban
becoming, or an authentic precursor to the chimera of urban life, which she says, “sounds so
grandly independent … and suggests the glorious possibilities of the new woman!” but in reality
will spell disappointment for most coming bachelor girls who will find they lack the “genius”
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Dorot claims is requisite for making it in a big city. The path from the country to the city that
Dorot prescribes for the young college graduate is a manifestation of the popular idea—traced by
Karen Haltunnen through the period’s advice manuals for young men and women moving from
the country to the city—that the domestic realm, conventionally seated in the country home—
needed to be extended out to influence the young, rural American’s move into the moral,
aesthetic and spatial chaos of the city.
Alan Trachtenberg describes the popular understanding of the city in the 1880’s and 90’s
as either an impenetrable mystery marked with fear and anxiety, or an entirely fallen
wasteland—the “City of Destruction,” as Josiah Strong has it in his 1886 tract where he paints
urban life as the “storm” of “our civilization,” and the “most serious menace” we face (102). We
saw in the last chapter how anxiety about the dangers of the city manifested in the depiction in
cultural products like Ragged Dick and A Glance at New York of the country hayseed who is
immediately swindled upon arrival to the city, and in the way cultural institutions like Central
Park were designed to mitigate the supposed ill effects of urban life. In his history of the midwest
in the 1890’s, Larzar Ziff imagines the figure the city cut in the minds of the midwestern
Americans who comprised a large portion of the Companion’s readership:
If God, in His wisdom, had given certain seeming advantages to the dwellers in cities, He
had done so as a temptation. The price the cities, swollen with foreigners, paid, as his
newspaper and his preacher made clear, was an alarming dishonesty which necessitated
locks and policemen, and an unhealthy contiguity of the sexes which came from the
absence of a natural surrounding which clearly divided man’s field work from woman’s
domestic work (74).
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Even the city’s “advantages” are here reduced to a temptation. The countryside is figured the site
where women’s private labor is properly sequestered in the home, away from men’s public work.
It is suggested that the city, by contrast, is marked by insufficient boundaries between the home
and the world outside it, a shortcoming that necessitates locks to bulwark the distinction between
inside and outside. Despite the pervasiveness of this schema in the popular imagination, Dorot’s
prescription above to test a professional ambition in the country—to “be it at home first,” and to
“try it awhile on your family and friends”—reveals the complicated position of the magazine in
relation to the period’s domestic ideal, even as it finds accord at times in a general wariness
about urban life. While Ziff describes a midwesterner who values the country for its supposed
stark contrast between the public world of work and the private realm of the home, Dorot’s
advice suggests a readership with a more fluid geography in which women are encouraged to ply
trades and market skills within the country home and then spread outward towards the city.
Dorot’s piece reveals that as early as the 1890’s, women’s magazines like the Companion
did not fully subscribe to the idea that the city was a morally treacherous place. Dorot’s New
York is not inhabited by the lurking “confidence men” and “painted women” that Haltunnen
identifies as mainstays of the mid-century guidebooks. Dorot’s New York is rightfully the site of
great ambitions; it is filled with “libraries, and museums and theaters and the grand opera,” and
“geniuses” revolutionizing the world. She makes the point several times that she herself
succeeded in moving to the city. Her criticism is not for New York itself; it is for the majority of
girls who move there with the delusion that they have what it takes to succeed on their own
merits: “Not all of you can be successful lawyers and doctors and wealthy artists and authors and
grand opera prima donnas. Be honest with yourselves; some of you haven’t it in you, so you will
have to ‘be something’ else” (Dorot, Rosalind. “The Coming Bachelor Girl.” Woman’s Home
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Companion, 1 Jan. 1898, pp.4). Even the misguided many who come to New York with a false
sense of their genius do not, according to Dorot, risk falling into the life of moral degeneracy
sensationalized in the dime novels and newspapers of the day, however; instead, they risk the
real but prosaic danger of a life of drudgery working too many hours without enough leisure time
to enjoy the perks of the city.
In fact, a series of articles published between October and December 1908 provide a clear
illustration of how The Companion viewed the city in terms of its risks for the country girl. The
editorial introduction to the series explains that the Companion sent young girl reporters under
cover as country transplants with very little money and no experience to New York, Chicago,
and Philadelphia “to find out just what would happen to a self-respecting would-be wage earner,
in shabby clothes and with empty purse” (Grant, Anna. “Finding Work in Chicago.” Woman’s
Home Companion, Nov. 1908, pp. 24). These articles are driven by the magazine’s mission to
guide its readers through urban modernity: “We have for some time taken a keen interest in the
self-supporting woman, as our readers know, and have devoted a good deal of space to her
problems in our columns. This, together with the fact that The Companion is edited in America’s
greatest Metropolis, makes it natural that girls wishing to earn their own living in the city should
write to us for advice” (Green, Lisa. “Seeking Shelter in New York.” Woman’s Home
Companion, Oct. 1908, pp. 13). The Companion overtly supports the ambition of its readers to
be self-supporting and treats the city as the natural destination for carrying out that goal.
Accordingly, The Companion’s urban geography is very different from that which you find in
the mid-century guidebooks or sensational dime novels in that it replaces the prostitutes,
gamblers, and swindlers who greet newcomers in other popular representations of arrival in the
city with representatives of the city’s institutions—its YWCA’s, working girls’ clubs, and
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employment offices—a move that reveals the magazine’s sense that the city is not a trackless
mirage, but rather a place that is structured by recognizable groups and organizations that can
help. Each of the girls recounts arriving by rail and meeting someone either on the train or
immediately in the station who directs them to an institution for help finding a place to stay and a
job. They each find lodgings that are subsidized by charities for working girls and describe them
in the terms of middle class respectability, a narrative choice that belies the popular idea that
domesticity is reserved for normative domestic structures inhabited by a nuclear family. For
instance, in the New York episode, the author enters the boarding house’s dining room and
remarks:
In the basement I found a cheerful dining room all green and white paint, with tables
running around the sides of the room and one across the front. At a small side table sat
Sister Eleanor’s assistant, who poured tea and coffee and was plainly the chaperon or
hostess during the meal. We had spotless tablecloths, paper napkins, blue-and-white
china, good silverware and a maid to wait on the table (Green, Lisa. “Seeking Shelter in
New York.” Woman’s Home Companion, Oct. 1908, pp. 14).
The assistant is dubbed a “hostess” in this scene that has all the markings of a “respectable’
luncheon, down to the flatware and maid. When she gets to her bedroom, she finds “a good
white iron bed, with immaculate linen and white counterpane” (Green, Lisa. “Seeking Shelter in
New York.” Woman’s Home Companion, Oct. 1908, pp. 14). David Faflik identifies “boarding
literature” in genre-bending works like Ruth Hall and The Quaker City that depict the boarding
house as “modernity inside”: “functionally urban, defiantly undomestic” (88). Faflik reinforces
the idea that the boarding house is distinct from both domesticity and the city street, but here we
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see the boarding house as functionally both urban and domestic in a move that illustrates The
Companion’s general sense that the city is not inhospitable or incompatible to domestic life.
The takeaway from these narratives of simulated migration, however, is not that
domesticity is easy to find in the city. Rather, these accounts dramatize Dorot’s description of the
challenges awaiting an untested newcomer. Each girl’s account follows a similar arc: she arrives
in the city, navigates its streets and in some cases its public transportation with great difficulty
and sometimes in the dark, gets several false starts, finds a suitable boarding house, and takes a
very low-paying job after being reprimanded for arriving without training or experience. Each
girl is told to go to night school in order to secure a better position in the future. As the reporter
in New York puts it: “It was all done in kindly fashion, yet it was calculated to make the country
girl feel the need of focus, work and constant study to fit herself for a position that was really
worth while” (Green, Lisa. “Seeking Shelter in New York.” Woman’s Home Companion, Oct.
1908, pp. 14). The advice about proper preparation for arrival in the city is driven home by the
description of a young woman the author who travels to Philadelphia meets on the train who did
take the prescribed steps:
she had learned stenography on a farm by the aid of a correspondence course, had gone
first to a small county seat to work for a lawyer, then from one large city in the West to
another, always bettering herself and incidentally securing the education which travel
brings. She was now on her way to Philadelphia where a position awaited her, and she
had stopped in Reading to visit a friend (Green, Lucy. “Lucy Green in Philadelphia.”
Woman’s Home Companion, Dec. 1908, pp. 9).
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This woman has received training and tested her mettle in smaller towns just as Dorot suggests.
In so doing, she has avoided what The Companion figures the major pitfall of urban life:
overwork and underpay.
These articles also point to one of the more progressive aspects of The Companion’s
approach to thinking about women in modern, urban life. Each girl succeeds by seeking entry
into a homosocial domestic community and a professional network of women helping each other.
They are advised repeatedly to seek out other women, first in boarding houses, and then as
roommates in a bachelor flat. In New York, the reporter is told: “What you want is a real home
for working girls, where you will meet inexperienced girls, and girls who are looking for work.
You will all pull together” (Green, Lisa. “Seeking Shelter in New York.” Woman’s Home
Companion, Oct. 1908, pp. 14). This bears out as good counsel in her ensuing experience when it
is an organization for working girls that gives her subsidized housing and arranges her first job.
When she arrives in Philadelphia, Green reflects on this experience: “One of my New York
lessons was that the best friend of the girl seeking work is another working girl” (Green, Lisa.
“Lucy Green in Philadelphia.” Dec. 1908, pp. 9). Each of the girls in these three articles is able
to find work and suitable lodging through creating connections with other young women as well
as through seeking the help of female-run institutions. Further, the article about Philadelphia
points to homosocial domesticity as a means of advancement when the girl whom the author
meets on the train suggests they live together: “Come and live with me. We’ll find a couple of
rooms, do light housekeeping and live like queens. . . we’ll both be better off than boarding”
(Green, Lucy. “Lucy Green in New York City.” Woman’s Home Companion, Dec. 1908, pp. 9).
The magazine did not overtly suggest that homosocial domestic living arrangements like the one
offered here should supplant the nuclear family altogether. In fact, many articles were careful to
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delineate the bachelor girl period as a phase on the way to matrimony. However, other features,
such as one that explains how a pair of salaried women bought property together in New York
suggests that the magazine was also helping its readers engage other possibilities beyond the
nuclear family home (Richardson, Anna Steese. “Homemaking for Business Girls.” Woman’s
Home Companion, Nov. 1905, pp.25).
The importance of homosocial networks is further reinforced in a moment when the
author is feeling discouraged. She says she wanted to give up after a bad experience with the first
boarding house to which she sought entry, but “Then I remembered that there were other girls
who, coming to a big city, would have no home to welcome them back, no one to pay for music
lessons, tea and wafers. And right there beside me was a woman who had fought her way past
just such obstacles as I was quailing before” (Green, Lucy. “Lucy Green in New York City
Woman’s Home Companion, Dec. 1908, pp. 9). The author feels a sense of obligation to the
young girls who are actually inhabiting the role she has taken on for this story, girls who may not
have a home to return to in the country, and she feels compelled for their sake to continue with
her assignment. The motive force of the piece is here revealed to be a community of women
helping each other actualize their ambitions in the city. The city in this scheme is a rational space
that the readers of The Companion need not fear—and can in fact outfit with the trappings
usually associated with rural domesticity—if they approach it with the advice and homosocial
community that the magazine provides.

Modern, Scientific, and Industrial Domesticity
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By the 1920’s, the city emerges in the pages of The Companion as not only a place where
young women can build a meaningful career if they work together and come prepared, but the
seat of a modern, scientific, and industrialized domesticity that needed to be brought to rural
America. This new attitude toward urban domesticity is evident in a recurring column that
started in January 1922 called “Intelligent Housekeeping: Beginning a year’s course on how to
make the ideal home a practical reality” by Alice Bradley (Bradley, Alice. “Intelligent
Housekeeping.” Woman’s Home Companion, January 1922, pp.87). Bradley was the principal of
Boston’s famous Miss Farmer’s School of Cookery, and this column extended the urban school’s
effort to advocate for a technical approach to food preparation as well as its outreach programs
that worked to bring modern advancements in housework to rural areas. This first installment of
the column lists a series of questions meant to help the reader appraise her housekeeping skills.
These questions illustrate the scientific bent of the school: “Are you doing your work a little
better, or easier, or more scientifically, than you did it two or three years ago? Is the food better
prepared? Is the family health better? … Do you realize that the reason for a clean house is
because it is more hygienic than a dirty one?” (Bradley, Alice. “Intelligent Housekeeping.”
Woman’s Home Companion, January 1922, pp.87). The emphasis on progress, efficiency and
health is characteristic of early 20th century domestic discourse. It is also aligned with a broader
discourse of industrialization that posited the city as the site of progress, industry, and the new
health codes that accompanied the mass production of goods, and the country as a backwards,
unsanitary, blank territory in need or moral and scientific education.
Accordingly, editions of The Companion in the 1920’s are full of articles on the good
effect industrial scientific processes like canning and milk sanitation have had on American
homes. Columns like “The Good Citizenship Bureau,” which originated in 1920 as a means to
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educate women on their new voting rights but also covered women’s club activities, often
detailed various ways city-based initiatives like home demonstrations, model kitchens and
government-mandated milk sanitation programs have helped rural homes and areas. This was
indicative of the popular sense that the rural American home, once the bastion of ideal
domesticity, was now perceived to need the good influence of the city. So whereas in the late
19th century, the domestic current ran from the country to the city, in the early 20th, the tide
reversed and domesticity was seated in the city and brought to the country.
The shift in the imagined center of the domestic ideal from country to city accompanied
the rise of home economics in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Home economics, coined as
a term during the first Lake Placid Conference in 1899, replaced the rural-oriented Christian
framework of 19th-century domestic advice with the urban-centered industrial scientific
approaches of the 20th. The field of home economics contended that women needed specialized
training, and perhaps a university degree, to be a good housewife, an argument that elevated the
popular estimation of domestic work at the same time as it proliferated professional possibilities
for the women who taught its classes, ran its test kitchens and published in its academic journals.
By the 1920’s, home-economics curriculum was implemented in schools nationwide. While
Home Economics curricula were offered in both the urban and rural Colleges and Universities
created by the 1862 Morrill Land Grant Act, major work in Home Economics tended to come out
of urban centers and factory towns. Accordingly, major proponents and practitioners of home
economics Sophonisba Breckenridge and Marion Talbot both had long-lasting careers at the
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University of Chicago, and the most prominent cooking schools and test kitchens were based in
cities like Boston and Philadelphia15.
The influence of the rising Home Economics movement constituted one way in which the
city exerted its influence on the late 19th and early 20th century domestic ideal circulating in
popular home writing periodicals like Woman’s Home Companion. Another way the city became
central to home writing magazines is through the shift in the methods and modes of periodical
publication that occurred during the 19th century. Prior to the 1840s, domestic guides and advice
manuals, and not monthly or weekly periodicals, were the primary medium of home-writing.
They tended to be didactic tomes written by local authorities and published in small-town
printing presses (Ryan, 19). After the 1840s, urban printers with the capacity to mass-produce
periodicals grew and domestic advice shifted mediums and began to appear increasingly in
women’s magazines. It was not until the 1880’s and 90’s, however, when magazines shifted to a
business model based on advertising instead of subscriptions and took on many of the
characteristics of the newspapers they were competing against that magazines dropped their
prices and began to circulate to national readerships. Because most magazines—including
Woman’s Home Companion, which was produced by Crowell-Collier Publishers out of
Springfield, Ohio from 1873-1900, and then largely out of New York City until 1953—were
printed in urban centers, periodicals became a primary vehicle by which urban culture, and
especially the urban domesticity of the “big 6” domestic periodicals, reached rural areas. In fact,
an internal study of Woman’s Home Companion’s circulation conducted in 1908 found that over
80% of subscribers were located in small cities, towns and country districts and that “a larger
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percentage than is usual in magazine circulation was to be found west of the Mississippi River”
(Waller-Zuckerman 752). Thus the production of domestic advice shifted from the country to the
city along with the imaginative seat of the ideal it disseminated. The content of the magazines
mirrored the modernization of the modes of its production and the home, the city, and modernity
were aligned in the domesticity circulated by women’s magazine.

Ads and Modernity

Women's magazines were at the vanguard of the changes in magazine production that
revolutionized the industry in the early 20th century, propelled by an advertising-based business
model characterized by new printing technologies, low prices and broad distribution. The
advertisements at the heart of this business model were themselves the product of new, industrial
printing and illustration processes, and the ad content was often concerned with the modernity
that produced the medium. Many ads featured references to or illustrations of the product's
factories, such as a 1906 ad for Pearline cleanser, featuring a large illustration of Pearline's
industrial plant, and copy that reads: “Capacity increased 10 times made necessary (and
possible—thank you) to supply the steadily increasing demand of the intelligent women who
realize that a pound of pearline does more work—better work—easier work—safer work—than
four pounds of soap” (Woman’s Home Companion, Dec. 1906, pp. 41). Beyond the illustration
as a visual marker of modernity, the terms with which the product is described here--better,
easier and safer--align the product with the emerging modern, industrial model of domesticity
that supplanted the nostalgic, rural model between the 1890's and 1920's.
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In an earlier ad, we can see a much more ambivalent treatment of modernity. An 1893 ad
for a printing press addresses the reader as a fellow victim of modernity:
Whoever dreamed a few years ago that you would be growing the same wheat for 50
cents and we selling the same books for 10 cents? And why is this? Well, for one thing,
you have the self-binder and we the perfecting press. These save labor. You now cut
twelve acres of wheat a day with two hands, and we can turn out many thousands of
copies every ten hours. Wheat may go to a dollar again and books bring something nearer
what they are worth—at least we hope so, and that soon; but until they do we must
continue to barter. That is certain. Wheat in your granaries won’t feed hungry mouths in
the cities, or books stowed away on our shelves educate your children. A Two-edged
sword cuts both ways. That time has never been when we could give you more good
books for a bushel of wheat than we can to-day. If you doubt this, glance over the list of
14 books below (Woman’s Home Companion, Sept. 15, 1893, pp. 16).
This ad hearkens back to a pre-industrial barter economy at the same time that it marvels at the
technological power of industrial methods in agriculture and printing. Modern industrial
processes here are a 'double-edged sword' that lower the price you can get for your product at the
same time as it makes an unprecedented number of goods suddenly within its addressee's reach.
The ad is (perhaps tongue-in-cheek) ambivalent about modernity, but its affective focus is on
building a community with its addressee by saying they are equally subject to the changes
wrought by industrial production. The ads in the magazine functioned as another iteration of The
Companion as modernity advisor and show how central that role was not only the content of the
magazine’s articles and columns, but also to the business model of women’s magazines as they
reached national distribution.
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In Selling Culture: Magazines, Markets, and Class at the Turn of the Century, Richard
Ohmann argues that magazines were the first instance of a national mass culture in America,
reaching large audiences and turning a profit on revenues from advertising for brand named
products. He defines mass culture as: "voluntary experiences, produced by a relatively small
number of specialists, for millions across the nation to share, in similar or identical form, either
simultaneously or nearly so; with dependable frequency; mass culture shapes habitual audiences,
around common needs or interests, and it is made for profit" (14). Because women's magazines
were the first magazines in America to reach national scales of distribution, they were the first to
create a national audience with a sense of itself as a group. Ohmann goes on to explain how
magazines as mass culture helped to define the emerging professional-managerial class and
orient it in the new social and physical space of America. He imagines, for instance, a woman
reading Munsey's Magazine and taking cues from its reference to a popular musician: "this kind
of information helps her find bearings in a cultural landscape that she knows mainly through
magazines and those friends who belong to it by birth and education" (2). The ads make the
reader feel secure in her participation in her new class role: "she goes back upstairs with a keener
sense of herself, her possibilities, her world" (3). The sense of belonging Ohmann ascribes to the
experience of magazines as mass culture was particularly important for women located outside
of the main cultural centers of the city, where they were looking for a sense of their place in a
class and cultural group to which they did not have daily access. This reading also accords with
Waller-Zuckerman's contention that women's magazines functioned to afford a sense of
belonging and community in the midst of rapid changes. The irony is that women turned to
magazines, an agent and embodiment of modernity, for guidance through modernity’s midst.
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Letters

Turning to the letters written into the magazine by readers in the country gives us a sense
of what was at stake for many women when reading a magazine like the Companion. It also
reveals the complicated relationship between the country and the city as it relates to ideas about
domesticity between the 1890’s and the 1920’s. A particular imagined and real dynamic between
the city and the country was part of the sense of community that The Companion worked to
foster in the early 20th century. This is evident in a letter to the editor published in January 1913,
in which a woman from Oklahoma who describes herself as living “on the frontier” relates her
longstanding relationship to the Companion. She describes moving to the country, saving up for
her first subscription and always managing, “no matter how tight money became,” to “get money
for my magazine.” She gushes:
When I came up to this new country a bride, twenty years ago, money was scarce …
How truly (Woman’s Home Companion) has been a companion to me you could scarcely
understand unless you can picture the frontier with no libraries, few settlers, few books,
magazines or papers, a woman far from home and loved ones, an intense love of reading,
a burning thirst for knowledge, for information, a deep love for all that is best in
literature, and you can form some idea of what it has meant to me. I raised my children
dietetically, morally, and mentally, largely by its precepts. I served my family their
meals, so far as I could, by its recipes and table decorations. Tried to bring up my boys
with up-to-date table manners … Of one thing I am truly glad—while its fashions, its
menus, its helps on furnishings and decorations for the home are suitable for the rich,
they may be adapted to the pockets of the great fifty million or so of the not-too-rich, and
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therein lies one of the secrets of your success (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s Home
Companion, January 1913, pp. 60).
This letter appeared in the unabashedly self-promotional series of notes from readers that worked
to reinforce the collective intimacy readers were meant to have with the publication. This letter,
which dramatizes the circuit of domestic advice from New York City, where the Companion was
published, to the nameless “frontier,” says a lot about the self-image the magazine was working
to curate through the portrait of its readership in its published letters to the editor. First, the
author of the letter is an educated, literary woman whose life story, moving as it does from a
place of culture and letters to what she describes in negative terms as the blankness of the
frontier (a place “with no libraries, few settlers, few books, magazines or papers”) traces the
distribution of the magazine from urban press to the rural west. Further, in the letter-writer’s
account, the magazine literally projects its domesticity onto the blank slate of the west—the
author raises her children, cooks her food, clothes herself, and decorates her home according to
its pages. And finally, this letter points to the public sphere created by women’s magazines
through the circuit by which the public (and commercial) enter the private space of the home
through its pages, which then serves as an avenue back out into the public by publishing its
correspondence with readers. Many of the other letters published in this section followed the
same pattern, describing the magazine as “one of the few links that remain to us in the somewhat
broken chain that binds us to civilization” (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s Home Companion, March
1914, pp. 84), and as a bulwark against a cold and lonely winter: “I leave to your imagination the
part each issue plays in helping us get through the dreary winter” (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s
Home Companion, August 1913, 46).
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A real sense of attachment to the magazine is evident in these letter and is exemplified in
one published in the September 1913 edition, which reads: “I vary my other household
magazines from year to year, but the Companion always comes to our home. I should feel very
lonely without it” (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s Home Companion, Sept. 1913, pp. 78). Another
letter explains: “I read the ‘Dear Editor’ page first. It seems to bring the paper near to me, like a
meeting of friends, getting glimpses of their lives and finding out if they liked the articles that I
did, or why they did not like them” (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s Home Companion, Aug. 1913, pp.
46). The sense of community both described and enacted in the Dear Editor section is also
evident in the way the column facilitated communication between readers as well, either
publishing or forwarding readers’ responses to each other’s questions and calls for advice. So,
for instance, a woman who was sick and asked for advice about how to pass the time, wrote in to
thank the readers who had sent her letters:
I wish to thank all the dear Companion sisters who have so kindly and cheerily written
me during the last year. Your messages of love and cheer have been most thankfully
received, dear ladies; and during my ‘bright’ days when I have not been ‘shut-in’ by pain,
I have profited by the advice and helpful ideas given me (“Dear Editor.” Woman’s Home
Companion, Jan. 1913, pp. 60).
While there are limitations to using the letters written into a magazine as a means for learning
about the audience, the most obvious of which is the fact thatletter-writers are a self-selecting
sample, from these letters we can see the ways in which the Companion works to give its
readers a sense of community with a broad, national group of women. Wee know that thousands
of women participated in this readerly community.
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Another feature of the magazine that worked to establish the Companion's intimate affect
at the same time that it provided tools to navigate new possibilities for women was the
magazine’s readers’ bureau columns, to which The Companion devoted more pages than any
other women's magazine, and which, as was mentioned earlier, handled more than 130,000
letters in 1914 alone. Margaret E. Sangster's columns exemplify the tone of these columns.
Sangster was a regular contributor to The Companion, and led a long-running column called
“Mrs. Sangster’s Home Page: Talks with Girls,” that covered topics centered around women’s
work outside of the home with titles like, “The Girl Who Pays Her Own Way,” and “Shall Wives
Earn Money?” The inclusion of the word “home” in a column title about women’s professional
lives is indicative of the fluid interaction between the traditionally separate public and private
realms of work and the middle class home in the magazine. This fluidity was in big part a
product of the intimacy with which columnists like Sangster addressed her audience. She
explains in one of her early columns:
Years ago I made up my mind that the chief pleasure of my life should be to keep in
touch with young women and girls and to cheer and help them whenever I could, and so I
write to each of you as to a dear friend, and I want you to think of me in that way. There
are little things that are easier to confide to an invisible friend, in a letter, than to talk
about face to face ("Mrs. Sangster’s Home Page.” Woman’s Home Companion, July
1907, pp. 26)
Sangster suggests here that the medium of the letter provides even greater intimacy than a faceto-face interaction. The focus in this passage and elsewhere is on the fact that every letter is
personally answered, though only a few are published. In the header to another column, she
imagines a face-to-face encounter with her readers:
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You know, do you not, that people who write letters to one another grow very well
acquainted, and your letters to me, increasingly numerous and constantly desirable and
welcome, have brought me into very close touch with you who are my readers. I should
not feel in the least like a stranger should I ring your door bell, step into your living room
and gossip with you over five-o’clock tea, and where you live, let it be in crowded city or
on lonesome prairie, I am almost as well acquainted with many of you as your own
mothers are (“Mrs. Sangster’s Home Page.” Woman’s Home Companion, Jan. 1908, pp.
34).
Sangster references the geographical spread of the magazine’s reach in evoking both the
crowded city and the lonesome prairie, and goes so far as to compare her relationship with her
readers to that which they have with their mothers, reinforcing the column’s domestic and
familial affect. She establishes intimacy with the readers who read her column every week and
experience her response to the published letters as representative of her relationship with each of
them personally.

The Companion and the Professional Woman

As the topics covered in “Mrs. Sangster’s Home Page” attest, the magazine used its role
as an intimate advisor to explore new professional possibilities for women. Much of the nonfiction in The Companion was devoted to addressing questions of women working outside of the
home, and its message on the virtues and risks of working women was deeply ambivalent. An
1895 installment of a running column called "Cheerful Chats with Girls" lays out some of the
stakes of the debate. The column describes father and son business owners who disagree about
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hiring women. The son finds women to be unreliable because they often quit when they get
married, but the father prefers hiring women because "they are more precise in many ways, and
are free of the bad habits that demoralize so many young men" (Towers, Rosa-Leigh. “Cheerful
Chats with Girls.” Woman’s Home Companion, Jan. 1 1895, pp. 22). This disagreement points to
the central issues of the question of women in the workplace at the end of the 19th century: how
to balance middle class white women's traditional role as wife and mother with the new
possibilities of working in the public sphere, and what the impact of women's “virtue” and
“femininity” on the workplace. The column goes on to laud the "independence" women gain by
earning their own living, but also to admit the "gaieties and luxuries" that will be denied to
working girls, and to warn against the "many more" temptations they will face "than those who
are closely sheltered at home." This particular column ends with the optimism of the New
Woman: "We can be good housekeepers and true mothers--that is conceded; let us also prove
that we can be brave and able workers in the different fields that are daily opening to women"
(Towers, Rosa-Leigh. “Cheerful Chats with Girls.” Woman’s Home Companion, Jan. 1 1895, pp.
22). In emphasizing independence and new opportunities, this column skews to the progressive
side of the Companion's treatment of working girls.
In contrast to this balanced approach, several features published in the 1890's voice
anxiety over the femininity of working girls, terming young middle class women who worked
outside of the house "business girls," and criticizing them for being masculine. An 1893 article
titled, "Where is the Gentle Girl?" laments the manners of "business" women, who it describes as
unrefined and unapolgetic. Driving home the point about women's proper place, this article
appeared next to a small feature about a sewing machine propelled by water from the kitchen
faucet titled "A Boon to Women!" The juxtaposed ideas that the business world harms
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femininity, while the domestic sewing machine aids it reinforces the traditional place of women
in the bifurcation of public and private space (Woman’s Home Companion, 1 Nov. 1893, pp. 13).
Another article titled "Concerning Wrinkles" counsels women that wrinkles caused by facial
movements such as raising eyebrows are usually transitory, but wrinkles from the stresses of too
much work may become permanent: "She who bends over her book, her desk, or her sewing,
with knitted brow and compressed or working lips need not be surprised if her face refuses to
smooth itself when she turns to other employments" (“Concerning Wrinkles.” Woman’s Home
Companion, 1 Dec. 1893, pp. 7). The message here is clear: women should not let working
outside the house degrade her real “employments,” which are best served with a smooth face.
The Companion sometimes skirted the issue of whether or not women should desire to
work outside of the home by directing their advice to women who must work out of necessity.
Poor women and women whose circumstances forced them to support themselves were
universally praised in the pages of the Companion. A November 1893 article titled "Occupations
for Women," which appeared in the same edition as "Where is the Gentle Girl?" describes menial
jobs women performed in France, Chicago, and England in positive terms and stresses that the
women who hold them were still feminine by describing them as not overly aggressive. What
distinguishes the "business girls" in “Where is the Gentle Girl?” from those holding the
occupations in this article is that the women featured in "Occupations for Women" are not
middle class wives or mothers, and their low-wage jobs suggest that circumstances dictated their
presence in the workforce. Similarly unproblematic praise was reserved for the three winners of
a 1905 competition on women who gained "competence" in the professional world. The
description of each winner noted the conditions that forced her to work: first and third prize
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winners were widows, and second prize went to a woman whose husband went to jail for
embezzlement.
The long running column, "For the Girl Who Earns Her Own Living" ushers in a new
approach to women's work in the magazine, which was characterized by pragmatic advice for
young women who want to move to cities and support themselves. "For the Girl Who Earns Her
Own Living," which ran from 1905-1911 is a reader-response column conducted by Anna
Steese-Richardson that offered upbeat counsel for young women hoping to enter into various
different professions. The advice covered a broad range of topics from the necessary steps to
entering a particular field, to where to go on vacation. She counseled young women workers to
live and take vacations together and mocked some conservative ideas as retrograde, such as the
notion that women who work in theatres are more susceptible to temptation than those who work
in offices. She echoed Dorot's advice to the bachelor girl in 1899 to only arrive in the city after
acquiring the necessary qualifications for success. What is surprising, and points to the the
Companion's ambivalence over this question, is that Richardson also penned an excoriating
three-part series on business women and their impact on the American home and professional
life, which she opens with the statement that "The woman wage earner is to-day the nation's most
serious sociological problem, its most insidious menace" (Richardson, Anna Steese. “The
Influence of Business Life on Women.” Woman’s Home Companion, Sept. 1907, pp. 15). She
builds on this criticism using the language of race suicide: men who either hire women in their
workplaces or allow their wives to work are "developing a new race of American women," and
that "to this fact future generations will owe a form of race suicide which President Roosevelt in
his sternest moments has not pictured, or a race of men so spineless, irresponsible and effeminate
that the first chapter in the degeneration of America shall have been written by the hand of greed
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and avarice" (Richardson, Anna Steese. “The Influence of Business Life on Women.” Woman’s
Home Companion, Sept. 1907, pp. 15).
We could assume from the clash between Richardson's running column that seems to
support women in their search for work outside the home and her three part series that held
working women responsible for America's impending decline that her column takes the role of
the weary guardian who feels impelled to give counsel in how to best proceed in what she knows
to be an ill-conceived endeavor. And yet, that is difficult to square with her many positive
statements about the independence of working women in her column, such as this description of
a working girl's first vacation: “For the first time, as mistress of your own purse, you will make
your own plans, select your own resort and choose the raiment you consider best fitted to your
jaunt” to enjoy a respite that is "self-earned pleasure, the reward of work well done, the right to
relax because of duties conscientiously performed” (Richardson, Anna Steese. “For the Girl Who
Earns Her Own Living.” Woman’s Home Companion, July 1907, pp. 40). The fact that these two
very different takes on the topic of women working outside of the home were published under
the same name speaks to the way in which the Companion was a crucible through which
different and competing discourses about women's roles in the changing American landscape got
negotiated. Not even the magazine's writers held a coherent and stable perspective on these
pressing questions, but the pages of the magazine provided a space where they could be worked
out and discussed.
On the opposite side of the spectrum from Richardson's screed against women's progress
into the public sphere, several articles by Charlotte Perkins Gilman were published in The
Companion that touted women's independence and the importance of women's suffrage and
wage-earning to the development of society, including a three-part series in 1907 about the
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progress of women in the last fifty years. In this series she takes on suffrage, and divorce and
inheritance laws, arguing that women have been kept in infancy for centuries and are just coming
into maturity. She contends that far from degrading the workplace and the ballot by her presence,
women are approaching the world with fresh eyes and will be able to see things that men no
longer notice. She unyokes feminine goodness from the home:
Many will wonder at this (statement of modern women’s moral superiority), pointing to
the unruffled pool of domesticity, the general level of church-going piety behind us, and
to the horrors of our horror-peddling press today. Yes, our last-century women were
more domestic and more pious, but not so good. The goodness we need most is civic
goodness, public goodness, goodness in bench and bar, in shop and office, in court and
legislature, as well as in home and church (Gilman, Charlotte Perkins. “Good Tidings of
Women.” Woman’s Home Companion, Feb. 1905, pp. 5).
She is bringing women's work into what she describes as the "evolution of human labor," which
she traces from an imagined past when everyone had to do all of the various kinds of work
necessary for survival for themselves individually, to the modern present, which she says is
characterized by its specialized economy. Women, she argues, have been left out of this
progression by getting sequestered in the home where they are forced to return to the
unspecialized variety of tasks required to reproduce human life. "Housework," she explains, "like
all other work, is in this line of advance, and we may plainly mark its gain in these swift later
years” by specializing domestic labor and hiring trained professionals to do each of the necessary
tasks of laundry, cooking, and cleaning (Gilman, Charlotte Perkins. Woman’s Home Companion,
July 1907, pp. 18). Gilman thus engages the very questions in The Companion that labor
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historians such as Francesca Sawaya have argued are central to our understanding of women's
place in modernity.
In Modern Women, Modern Work, Sawaya asks how domesticity has related to
professionalism in the discourse of modernity:
How are we to read the relation of Victorian domesticity, imagined as feminine and
premodern, to the construction of professionalism, imagined as masculine and modern?
What is the significance, in other words, of the engendered and racialized histories of
modern progressive professionalism? And, equally important, how might these paradoxes
have been used or even reshaped by those positioned as primitives in modernity, as
outsiders to professionalism? How did women and racial others engage the paradoxes of
professional discourse? (Sawaya, 9)
She argues that domesticity and racial others were the constitutive contrast against which a
white, modern professional class defined itself. Sawaya's account of the imaginative landscape
that held domesticity separate from modernity highlights the important work The Companion
undertook in its commitment to thinking through the intersection of domesticity and modernity
in the variety ways we have observed in this chapter. At the same time, Sawaya helps remind us
of the ways that this alignment was predicated on the exclusion of racial others. This element is
evident in Gilman's piece when she argues that America does not risk race suicide with the lower
birth rates that may accompany women working outside of the home by making a comparison to
Africa, "whose women bring forth children by the dozen and score," which she contrasts to "a
civilized community, whose less numerous children are reared and guarded among the benefits
of school, church, library, post office and other social institutions” (Gilman, Charlotte Perkins.
“Good Tidings of Women.” Woman’s Home Companion, Feb. 1905, pp. 9). The fact that
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Gilman's progressive views on women working rest on this racist comparison of American and
African cultures points to the ways much of even The Companion's most progressive discourses
came up against the limitations of a white, middle class ideology of the home, a construction
which we will see in greater detail in the magazine's engagement with clubs, which is the topic
on which Gilman ends her series. Gilman looks to the emergence of women's clubs as a hopeful
sign of progress:
long inferiority is her lack of association; only in religious bodies was she allowed to
organize; and the strongest proof of her rapid approach to equality is in the uncounted
thousands who now gather together in Clubs and Societies of every description,
charitable, reformatory, educational, social, political; and of all sizes from the handful of
the ‘Ladies’ Literary’ to the International Council of Women (Gilman, Charlotte Perkins.
“The Progress of Women in the Last Fifty Years. Woman’s Home Companion, May
1907, pp. 10).
The Companion’s engagement with a broad range of opinions on the question of women’s
professional lives while simultaneously providing a platform for many professional women
writers and editors to develop their careers shows the ways that the magazine was exploring new
options for women in the work world, and the relationship between these new opportunities and
the modern, urban home, even if the magazine itself was not a revolutionary organ of women’s
liberation.

Women’s Clubs
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The magazine’s engagement with women’s clubs is a point of contact between the
intimate affect that the magazine fostered for its readers and real world communities of women
who were organizing for social and political change beyond its pages. The magazine’s coverage
of the formation and growth of women’s clubs also sits at the contested intersection of public and
private that women occupied at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. Women’s
clubs were groups, the first of which formed in the 1860’s in the northeast, and reached the
height of their prominence, with national organizations and participation across the country,
between 1880-1920.16 In her comprehensive history of women’s clubs, Anne Ruggles Gere
sketches out the parameters of the clubwomen movement:
Although estimates vary, it is reasonable to assume that well over two million women
participated in the club movement at the turn of the century, and since most of these
women interacted, as daughters, mothers, sisters, wives, or friends, with a circle of others,
club influence extended to a good portion of the population. Clubs took root in every
state as well as in such territories as Oklahoma, Utah, and Arizona, and because they
extended across ethnic, religious, class, and racial lines, they shaped and were shaped by
a wide range of perspectives (Gere, 5).
Women’s clubs began as literary societies that met to discuss reading lists, but as they grew in
numbers they also grew in scope, taking on political initiatives, affecting policy changes, and
instituting reforms in areas like child incarceration, building codes, and public libraries. Their
impact on American institutions was great. For instance, women’s clubs orchestrated the creation
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of the country’s first juvenile detention centers where minors were incarcerated separately from
adults, and in 1933, 75% of public libraries had their origin in women’s clubs (Gere, 122).
Women’s clubs tend to be thought of as a white, middle class phenomenon, but in fact
there were many clubs formed by minority and working class women. Working girls’, Jewish ,
and African American clubs all worked to promote the advancement of their members and effect
change in their own areas of interest or concern.17 The choice of the moniker club “women”
instead of “ladies” has political valences in so far as “Women” self consciously evokes the New
Woman and is more democratic than the patently classist “ladies” (Gere, 7). The Companion,
too, evoked these politics in changing its name from The Ladies’ Home Companion to The
Woman’s Home Companion in 1896. In an editorial announcement of the name change in the
magazine, the Companion uses decidedly progressive logic: “The noblest ambition of our endof-the-century femininity is to be a ‘woman.’ In this she shows a broadening appreciation of her
own importance in the world—a growing disposition to take herself seriously—a courageous
determination to rise above the coddling shams and fictions with which society has fettered her”
(January, 1897; 15).
A major similarity between women’s clubs and magazines is that they both create textual
networks of intimate association. Women’s clubs developed textual networks through which they
shared documents like agendas, reading lists, and essays. Gere describes these networks in terms
that resonate with my account of the intimacy affected by the Companion’s editorials: “the
culture of clubwomen … used ‘normally impersonal’ printed texts to see themselves as part of a
national movement wherein an ‘all-together feeling’ united clubwomen across time and distance,
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strengthening their emotional ties in the face of social censure and hostility” (7). The idea—
expressed here and evocative of Benedict Anderson’s imagined communities—is that text, by
virtue of its ability to produce a feeling of unity across time and space, creates a close association
among remote actors. This helps to ground the comments made by the editors of the reader
bureaus cited above in describing the intimacy they enjoyed with the readers with whom they
exchanged letters. The reader bureaus, like the textual circuits of the women’s clubs, provided
entree into a broader, national community of women who felt united by cultural and intellectual
identities experienced, perhaps, all the more viscerally by virtue of their transcendence of
physical proximity.
A major distinction between the communities of women in the women’s clubs and those
that formed through the major women’s magazines is that women’s clubs were entirely run by
and composed of women. There were several small magazines, beginning in the 1870’s that were
written and published entirely by women, but they were localized, short-lived ventures (Mott
95). The major women’s magazines, by contrast, were more heterogeneous institutions that
included many women writers and editors, but were generally led by male editors in chief, and
were written for an at least hypothetically mixed audience that included the often male-run
companies whose advertisements paid for its production18. The Companion is somewhat unique
among women’s magazines because it had women editors from 1912-1943, but the publication
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still remained not exclusively run by women through this period19. Regardless of this distinction,
both women’s clubs and women’s magazines were places where women were able to work
together for common causes and express their ideas on topics that were important to them.
Larger women’s clubs purchased or rented real estate for their organizations, but began in
women’s homes, and the many smaller clubs throughout the country continued to carry out
business in domestic settings, constituting one way in which both women’s clubs and magazines
cast the home as a place of social and political power for women.
The Companion’s engagement with women’s clubs began in 1893 with short articles like
one in the September issue written by M.C. Stetson titled “Women’s Clubs.” Stetson treats
women’s clubs as an urban phenomenon with origins in the cities of the Northeast and England,
and writes this article in the hopes that women in rural communities will read it and begin their
own organizations. She includes the parameters of a basic club: a group of women who meet
once a week create a reading list and take turns writing and reciting essays that then get criticized
by the group. Emphasis is placed on self-improvement: “In this way, bad habits, which no one
has the right to correct, may be broken up” (Stetson, M.C. “Women’s Clubs.” Woman’s home
Companion, Sept. 15, 1893, pp. 15). Stetson also points to the national textual community of
women’s clubs when she admonishes larger clubs with more money on hand to share their
materials with smaller ones: “Clubs in cities who have access to large libraries ought freely to
loan manuscripts and papers to clubs less favored. Fine papers from Chicago clubs are loaned out
of the state to other societies” (Stetson, M.C. “Women’s Clubs.” Woman’s home Companion,
Sept. 15, 1893, pp. 15). Stetson also links women’s clubs directly to women’s liberation: “Some
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one has said the torrent of the Johnstown flood might more easily have been turned back than
this era of women’s progress be stayed” (Stetson, M.C. “Women’s Clubs.” Woman’s home
Companion, Sept. 15, 1893, pp. 15).
Woman’s Home Companion gestured toward the diversity of women’s clubs, which
spanned a broad swath of social, political, and economic allegiances in its coverage of club
activities. Working class women’s clubs were discussed mostly in advice columns for young
women moving to the city for new job opportunities. These transplants were encouraged to find a
reputable woman’s club for help in gaining orientation in the city and for appropriate company in
exploring the city and its cultural opportunities that would otherwise be beyond a working girl’s
reach. The guides and reading lists that the Companion printed were not oriented toward working
girls' clubs, though, suggesting their class alliance remained with the middle and upper classes.
The Companion’s Women’s club columns hosted debates about race that shored up the
magazine's identity as a primarily white publication. In a long-running column titled “Over the
Club Woman’s Teacups,” Bertha Dorset reports that Jane Addams, who she identifies as a
social-settlement worker in Chicago, did the “whitest” thing of her life when she invited thirteen
colored club-women to luncheon. The black women were delegates from across the country to
the national convention of colored women. Dorset’s comments on their lunch are revealing. She
remarks on how there were more black club women than she expected: “There were not simply a
half-handful of clever women of the dusky skin, as even the most sanguine imagined, but several
hundred educated and refined women.” She goes on to explain:
These colored club-women, in short, would compare quite favorably in mental grasp,
refinement of manner and good taste in apparel with a similar convention of white sisters.
As out-and-out social recognition of the dark-skinned woman is rare this one decided act
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of Miss Addams, who respects character and culture irrespective of color, is a little
‘social departure’ worthy at least of our admiration (Dorset, Bertha. “Over the Club
Woman’s Teacups.” Woman’s Home Companion, Nov. 1899, pp. 27).
Dorset's praise of Addams' cordial treatment of the black women is a gesture that, obviously,
reinforces the black women's inferiority.
The Companion’s engagement with the topic of club women and race was not, however,
one noted. In 1902, the magazine ran a series called "Thumbnail Editorials by Well-known
Women," in which famous women were asked to comment on a theme from different
perspectives. In the August edition of that year, the theme was "The Federation of Clubs and the
Negro Women." Octave Thanet, a short story writer, framed the question in the broader context
of race relations in America, arguing that white Americans have stunted their black counterparts
through the institution of slavery, and “to turn these unmoral, gay-hearted, trustful, absolutely
irresponsible and undependable, yet most lovable, and sometimes most capable, of loving
creatures into men and women is the South’s big job” (“Thumbnail Editorials by Well-Known
Women.” Woman’s Home Companion, Aug. 1922, pp. 44). The same question was posed to
Mrs. Booker T. Washington in that edition, and she responded in terms that positioned black
Americans squarely in domestic discourse. She explained of club women that “The salvation of
home, wife, mother and children was the basis of the movement of the negro woman in club life,
and to that end she has been working. She is seeking to raise and improve the moral sentiment of
a race through the individual club” (“Thumbnail Editorials by Well-Known Women.” Woman’s
Home Companion, Aug. 1922, pp. 44). While the magazine identified itself as white and middle
class, it opened up spaces for clashing viewpoints.

115

Clubs became a contentious topic and received strong criticism, both from those who
thought women should be focusing on their domestic duties, and those who believed they were
vain pet projects for bored housewives. A column that ran for several months in 1907 called "A
Page for Serious-Minded Women" written by Herbert D. Sard argued against suffrage for
women on the basis that they were not yet developed enough in civic life to be able to handle the
responsibility. He writes this column to "suggest outlines for civic thought and study” that can be
used to prepare women for voting (Sard, Herbert D. “A Page for Serious-Minded Women.”
Woman’s Home Companion, Aug. 1907, pp. 27). Although women's clubs themselves undertook
just such projects, he saves his greatest derision for their efforts; the article begins with a joke
about a woman who belonged to 35 clubs, when she is asked why she belongs to so many, she
says: “I joined the last thirteen … to rest me from the other twenty-two” (Sard, Herbert D. “A
Page for Serious-Minded Women.” Woman’s Home Companion, Aug. 1907, pp. 27).
A few months earlier, an article titled "What the Chicago Woman's Club Has Done for
Chicago" by Damaris Knobe seems to answer just such criticism as Sard leveled against
women's clubs by enumerating the many services clubs have provided the city. She begins with
incredulity that anyone would not know what women's clubs do, and proceeds to enumerate
Chicago's clubs' accomplishments, which include labor and criminal justice reform, organizing
"clean up centers," and providing support for local public schools and low income families
(Knobe, Damaris. “What the Chicago Woman’s Club Has Done for Chicago.” March 1907, pp.
14). Other features published in the magazine that supported club women activity included
reports on the growing number of club houses nationwide, and advice to join clubs as a mode of
self-improvement. In 1913, The Companion ran a series on how to start your own club, including
reading lists and agendas. In these ways the magazine started to perform some of the work of the
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club literature discussed above, despite also publishing criticism of the clubs. It also reveals the
ways in which the clubs provided real opportunities for entry into the public world, for instance,
when Anna Steese Richardson, author of the long-running series for working girls, explains that
her own professional start was writing about club women for a magazine. By making the private
home into a center of female networks, the magazine and its relationship to club activities
participate in the period’s tendency to collapse Hannah Arendt’s geography of human activity
onto itself, making the home not only the site of reproduction, but also work, and possibly action.
Looking ahead to the next chapter, Edith Wharton was particularly in tune to the
alignment of urban life, modernity, and the city, and one of her late novels explores some of the
limitations to the types of work and homo-social networking that magazines like The Companion
and its coverage of women’s clubs achieved. The protagonist of Twilight Sleep (1927), Pauline
Manford, is the prototypical reader of a magazine like The Companion. A thoroughly “modern”
woman, she is maniacally devoted to efficiency in her life that is filled with tightly scheduled
appointments to attend to progressive causes and clubs, as well as to her devotion to exotic
health and wellness regimes led by a revolving door of "healers" with vague claims to eastern
origins. Echoing the criticism we saw men leveled at women's clubs for being too promiscuous,
Wharton satirizes club women like Pauline's shallow commitment to their causes by having
Pauline speak at both a birth control and a Mother's Day association and mix up the
contradictory speeches. She begins her speech for the Mother's Day group: “No more effaced
wives, no more drudging mothers, no more human slaves crushed by the eternal round of housekeeping and child-bearing," only to realize her error and save herself by adding: "That’s what our
antagonists say—the women who put themselves before the mysterious heaven-sent joy, the
glorious privilege, of bringing children into the world” (Wharton, Twilight Sleep 573).
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Pauline is not alone in her hypocrisy. The narrator explains that the women who belong to
the clubs Pauline frequents all take on the various positions that magazines like The Companion
would include: "Whatever the question dealt with, these ladies always seemed to be the same,
and always advocated with equal zeal Birth Control and unlimited maternity, free love or the
return to the traditions of the American home; and neither they nor Mrs. Mansford seemed aware
that there was anything contradictory in these doctrines" (Wharton, Twilight Sleep 506). Pauline
is also an avid reader of women's magazines; there are several references to her picking up
vocabulary and other tips about how to live from magazines.
Pauline has professionalized her approach to domesticity, just as popular women’s magazines
would instruct, but instead of elevating the private to the level of a robust public, Pauline brings
everything down to a degraded domesticity. She runs her household like a business, managing
her adult daughter’s visits through a professional assistant: "Miss Bruss, the perfect secretary,
received Nona Manford at the door of her mother's boudoir ('the office,' Mrs. Manford's children
called it) with a gesture of the kindliest denial" (Wharton, Twilight Sleep 505). This
characterization points to the ways in which Wharton is in tune with the shortcomings of
magazines like The Companion and is thus surprisingly aligned with the more radical
homosocial networks such as the cooperative housekeeping of the radical material feminists we
turn to in the next chapter.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have seen how the home, no longer a stand in for a pre-capitalist,
prelapsarian mode of life, became part of the historical and ideological apparatus whereby the
city embodied the increasingly wide reach of industrial capitalism into the non-industrial parts of
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the country. Edward W. Soja glosses Lefebvre’s analysis of the dynamic between the country
and the city in relation to capitalism: “Urbanization was a summative metaphor for the
spatialization of modernity and the strategic planning of everyday life that has allowed
capitalism to survive, to reproduce successfully its essential relations of production” (Soja 50).
What is surprising in the American context is the role the domestic ideal played in the dynamic
between the city and the country. And while Soja, Lefebvre, and Williams give us models to
think about how capitalism structures the relationship between the country and the city in both
real and imagined terms, the case of The Copmanion shows us some of the ways their European
accounts don’t fit the American case.
Amy Kaplan’s outline of the intersections between domestic ideology and American
nationalism in the nineteenth century is instructive here. In “Manifest Domesticty,” Kaplan
exposes the ways that the contemporaneous developments of the domestic ideal and manifest
destiny were deeply intertwined. In her scheme, the domestic functioned to unite American men
and women in the nineteenth century in a national domain that generated notions of the foreign
against which notions of the home could be imagined—and she shows how this dynamic
between the home and the foreign justified and propelled imperial endeavors like manifest
destiny. Her reading resonates with the letter from Oklahoma that clearly treats the settling of the
American frontier as an expansion of American domestic ideology.
Attention to the interplay between the city and the country in late 19th and early 20th
century domestic discourse introduces the issues of industrialism and modernity to Kaplan’s
analysis. It shows that it was the ideological alignment of the urban, the modern and the domestic
that was central to the imperial endeavors of the period which she describes, thus bringing
together discourses of modernity with those of domesticity and nationalism. The interplay
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between the urban, industrial modernism and nationalism is a mainstay in conversations about
countries that were undergoing rapid modernization after World War II, including Mexico,
Japan, India, Morocco, and Brazil. My work here is asking questions about what it means that in
one of the first countries to undergo industrialization, the city and the modern were discursively
aligned with the comparatively private, domestic, and gendered space of the home as opposed to
the public architecture and space that it is usually aligned with in later instances of national
modernization.

Ch 3. Staying In: Homosocial Domesticity and Motherhood in Edith Wharton’s Late
Fiction
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When asked to contribute to a travel scholarship for women, Edith Wharton wrote in a
letter to her sister-in-law, “I’m not much interested in travelling scholarships for women—or in
fact in scholarships, tout court! – they’d much better stay at home and mind the baby. Still less
am I interested in scholarships for female Yids, and young ladies who address a total stranger as
‘Chere Madame’ and sign ‘meilleurs sentiments.’” This statement effectively illustrates the
intersectionality of Wharton’s condemnable positions on gender, ethnicity, and class as it
showcases her antipathy for middle-class American women, Jews, and those she would consider
improperly trained. Critics have a hard time squaring private statements such as these with
Wharton’s own non-conforming biography and the spirit of her novels and short stories, which
so sensitively explore the limitations placed on women, both upper and lower class, in postindustrial American society as it refracts through the American home. The critical tendency has
been to bifurcate her work in various ways to process this dissonance, thereby isolating her
forward-thinking fiction from the retrograde cast of some of her non-fiction and correspondence.
This scheme effectively separates Wharton’s professional from her private life, a move that
mirrors the separation of American life into the gendered spheres of public and private, work and
home. In this paper I will examine the ways that Wharton strove against this topography of
American society by positioning herself not fully in either the realm of publicity nor domesticity,
but rather on the margin between the two through her investments in that which stands between
them: domestic architecture.
In A Backward Glance, Edith Wharton describes her childhood impression of her aunt’s
home in Rhinecliffe, New York. Discussions of Wharton’s relationship to the built environment
often touch on this description because it illustrates the terms of Wharton’s criticism of popular
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home-design and her philosophy of space. She ascribes what she calls “the effect of terror”
produced by her aunt’s house to its “intolerable ugliness:”
My visual sensibility must always have been too keen for middling pleasures; my
photographic memory of rooms and houses—even those seen but briefly, or at long
intervals—was from my earliest years a source of inarticulate misery, for I was always
vaguely frightened by ugliness. I can still remember hating everything at Rhinecliff,
which, as I saw, on rediscovering it some years later, was an expensive but dour
specimen of Hudson River Gothic; and from the first I was obscurely conscious of a
queer resemblance between the granite exterior of Aunt Elizabeth and her firmly
comfortable home, between her battlemented caps and the turrets of Rhinecliff. But all
this is merged in a blur, for by the time I was four years old I was playing in the Roman
Forum instead of on the lawns of Rhinecliff (Wharton, A Backward Glance 28).
This critique illustrates three main tenets of Wharton’s thinking about home-design:
contemporary homes are expensive, but in poor taste; the built environment corresponds to the
character of its inhabitants; and American design should ascribe to a European model. Critics
who use Wharton’s design work to illuminate her fiction generally enter into it from one of these
three avenues, with the overwhelming majority stressing her dismissal of gaudy contemporary
homes and her analysis of the limited possibilities for the women who inhabited them. Thus
Renee Somers and Annette Benert, for instance, contextualize Wharton as an adherent to
architectural determinism and the City Beautiful Movement in order to bring out the contours of
Wharton’s resistance to and criticism of the excesses of New York City’s nouveau riche.
The link between personal character and domestic exteriors (here the “queer resemblance
between the granite exterior of Aunt Elizabeth and her firmly comfortable home”) has also been
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highlighted by critics like Jill Kress and Suzanne W. Jones who take psychological approaches to
understanding how space works in Wharton’s fiction. And indeed, the correspondence between
the built environment and individual psychology is a mainstay of Wharton’s fiction, as
exemplified in a comment made by the main character of The Custom of the Country. Ralph
Marvell describes, among his “earliest memories,” an identification between his mother’s family
and their “old house in Washington Square,” so that: “they might have passed for its inner
consciousness as it might have stood for their outward form” (45). What underlies both the
passage from The Custom of the Country and the above excerpt from A Backward Glance is the
idea that, as Gaston Bachelard puts it, “the house images move in both directions: they are in us
as much as we are in them” (xxxvii). If this is the case, then, young Edith’s terror in the face of
her aunt’s home is justified, since the architecture threatens to rearrange the structures of her
consciousness. Wharton gained reprieve, however, from such a fate by spending much of her
young life in Europe, and the mark of this transatlantic upbringing is evident in the way Wharton
uses European models, as she does here, throughout her work as the standard against which
American home design should be compared, and the ideal toward which it should strive.
This chapter adds a fresh perspective to the study of Wharton’s fiction and design work
by putting it in conversation with a contemporaneous set of thinkers who similarly argued that
domestic architecture shaped the character and possibilities of American women. Extant
accounts tend to characterize Wharton as conservative in the face of economic, artistic, and
social change, and to place her among the mainstream male architects with which she
corresponded and worked. My project, by contrast, shakes up our understanding of Wharton’s
conservatism by examining the homo-social domesticity of her single women characters in the
context of what Delores Hayden calls the “radical material feminist” movement of the 19th and
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20th centuries. The women Hayden studies in The Grand Domestic Revolution span the political
spectrum, including those who argued for and against the vote for women, and thinkers with
varying degrees of engagement with the day’s racial, ethnic, and class issues. What ties these
women together, and what they share with Wharton, is an understanding of the role that material
conditions, and architecture in particular, play in the oppression of women. As Hayden puts it,
she reviews “the first feminists in the United States to identify the economic exploitation of
women’s domestic labor by men as the most basic cause of women’s inequality” (3). Hayden
catalogues a wide range of ideas about how to change the configuration of domesticity in
America in order to foster greater equality between the sexes; she looks at how women worked
to “overcome patterns of urban space and domestic space that isolated women and made their
domestic work invisible” by developing “new forms of neighborhood organizations, including
housewives’ cooperatives, as well as new building types, including the kitchenless house, the day
care center, the public kitchen, and the community dining club” (3). While Wharton is not
included in the volume, I contend that she should be counted, along with authors and activists
like Catharine Beecher, Melusina Fay Pierce, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman who were thinking
about women living together in non-normative domesticities as a mode of spatial politics.
My approach works against the conventional understanding of a split in Wharton’s
oeuvre whereby her fictional works critique the fate of women in their new, non-production
oriented roles in society, while her non-fictional work, especially that which deals directly with
American homes and gardens, manifests a conservative drive to maintain traditional gender- and
economic- hierarchies. Placing Wharton’s design work and female characters amongst the
material feminists reveals her proximity to those calling for reforms of domestic and urban
space. I examine the similarities between Wharton’s Decoration of Houses and Gilman’s The
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Home: its Work and Influence to show that they share a deterministic sense of the role domestic
architecture has played in limiting American women’s horizons. While Gilman and the other
material feminists prescribed radical homo-social domestic organizations and structures like
apartments with centralized kitchens and laundry specifically designed for working mothers that
far outpaced Wharton’s more conventional tendencies, an examination of Wharton’s single
female characters shows that she was also thinking through the implications of alternative
domestic arrangements.
My approach to Wharton’s design work, which is elaborated in Part 1 of this chapter,
puts a new pressure on her theory of architectural determinism. I take a psychoanalytic approach
in order to draw out the instability inherent to the correspondence she describes between
architecture and character. I show how Wharton understands urban domestic architecture to be
an analogue of modern consciousness with a similarly fraught relation between the interior and
the world around it. This insight allows me to reconsider Wharton’s purported conservatism in
Part Two, where I look at how her treatment of aesthetic frames like the home and the work of
art reveals, not her distaste for innovation, but rather a controlled instability in the face of the
chaos of the city street. In Part Three, I show how her domestic architecture fosters intense
female relationships and new household formulations that rethink the conventional role of
women in society through a formulation of homo-social, and often homo-erotic, motherhood.

PART 1: Edith Wharton at Home

Printed in 1897, The Decoration of Houses was Wharton’s first major publication. A
home design manual co-authored with architect Ogden Codman, it was part of an upsurge of
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domestic design books published in America in the later part of the 20th century. These texts
share with Wharton and Codman’s Decoration of Houses a sense that America has only begun to
consider the private home a place that should be beautiful as well as utilitarian, and an anxiety
about the psychological effects the built environment can have on its inhabitants. This period’s
domestic design manuals share the same basic structure: a philosophical opening that sets out
design principles is followed by chapters devoted to particular aspects of the home such as
“bedrooms,” “the hall,” and “furniture.” However, The Decoration of Houses takes a polemical
tone against its contemporaries by constantly referencing the misguided trends in popular
American architecture and home design. Their main objection is what they identify as a popular
focus on surface decoration at the expense of sound formal structure. Thus, while the advice in
most design books was split between the home’s rooms and its decorative elements such as
embroidery, flower-arrangement and small objects, all but one of the chapters in Decoration of
Houses discuss structural elements, with emphasis on its rooms, walls and openings. The
emphasis throughout Decoration of Houses is on replacing the popular focus on surface
decoration—textiles, patterned wallpaper and “bric-a-brac”—with the classical architectural
categories of symmetry, proportion and propriety. Their aim is to think about home-design as a
branch of architecture, so that, as they say, “the architecture of the room becomes its own
decoration” (Wharton, xi Decoration of Houses 1).
This claim has implications beyond the realm of home-design because it erodes the
disciplinary distinction between the traditionally masculine realm of architecture and the
traditionally feminine realm of decoration. The emphasis on the importance of architecture to
home decoration also serves one of Decoration of Houses’ major themes: the loss of privacy in
American house design. This critique was motivated by the emergence in the second half of the
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19th century of what Thorstein Veblen dubbed conspicuous consumption. The new idea that the
private home could be a place of beauty coupled with social pressure to display wealth resulted
in home-design oriented toward exhibition as opposed to service. The project to work against
this trend was motivated in large part by Wharton’s sense, which we will see she shared with
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, that women’s new roles as conspicuous consumers had stunted their
intellects. Wharton and Codman thus contended that home-design should be considered a branch
of architecture as opposed to “upholstery” and that beauty should not be thought of as separate
from utility, but rather the product of a well-considered, private, and useful home.
The emphasis that Wharton and Codman placed on the classical architectural categories
of symmetry, proportion, and propriety is one indication of Wharton’s relationship to the City
Beautiful Movement. Annette Benert has skillfully traced out Wharton’s many professional,
personal, and philanthropic connections to the City Beautiful Movement, which sought to
revitalize American democracy by infusing American architecture with the same classical design
principles of symmetry and balance that Wharton and Codman use as a touchstone in Decoration
of Houses. While Benert uses this approach to open up inventive readings of Wharton’s early
novels, many of which employ a tension between public spaces designed according to the
precepts of the City Beautiful Movement and the often suffocating or ill-fitting private spaces of
characters’ homes, it leaves Benert at a loss to account for Wharton’s later novels, which she
describes as increasingly set in a kind of quasi-public domesticity. Benert explains that in
Wharton’s earlier novels, architectural elements force passionate characters beyond the grid into
its physical margins where they confront issues of class and gender, but in her later work,
“drawing rooms and boudoirs are de facto public spaces, where major conflicts and
confrontations are witnessed by uninvited others” (200). She argues that this blurring of spatial

127

and social categories is coupled with a politically denuded modernist turn inward toward
psychology and away from the built environment where the class and gender issues had
previously resided.
This argument participates in the critical tendency to bifurcate Wharton’s work in various
ways to process the dissonance between the regressive politics of some of her statements and
letters and the progressive critiques of New York society found in her fiction. This tactic helps
account, for instance, for how The House of Mirth, with its sensitive chronicling of a woman
who cannot bring herself to become a commodity in a rich man’s home, was composed by the
same person who wrote in a letter that she had little interest “in traveling scholarships for
women—or in fact in scholarship, tout court!—they’d much better stay at home & mind the
baby” (qtd. Benert 51). This statement disappoints those who would like to see Wharton as an
uncomplicated feminist and jars with her own, often non-normative life and career. Arguments
that bifurcate Wharton’s oeuvre also help isolate her unfortunate positions on class, because, as
Benert puts it, her design work (but, according to this approach, not her fiction) was classdefensive: “(Wharton) saw herself as an apologist not only for McKim but for the class status
they shared” (Benert 51). And indeed, as is the case with most of the material feminists of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, Wharton’s focus, even when it is progressive, is almost always
on the white and the middle class.
The most common way to separate out Wharton’s politics is, as Benert does, to isolate
her forward-thinking fiction from the regrettable cast of some of her non-fiction and
correspondence. This renders any progressivism in Wharton’s short stories, novels, and personal
conduct an anomaly in an otherwise upper-class, conservative life. And to be sure, as work such
as Hildegard Hoeller’s piece on the ways Rosedale’s Judaism is portrayed in House of Mirth
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makes clear, Wharton held disappointing positions, not only on gender, but on race, as well.20
Another popular scheme, which Benert’s argument participates in, organizes Wharton’s work
temporally, marking a supposed decline from her incisive and socially conscious early texts to
less political, more psychological later texts.
While I do not hope to defend Wharton’s retrograde positions, I argue that these attempts
to organize her work oversimplify the relationship between her nonfiction and fiction and sell
short the deep engagement with gender issues in her later texts, which, in addition to sharing the
politics of her earlier work, are also equally invested in architecture, as their increasing focus on
women with fraught relationships to their domestic spaces makes clear. It also ignores the way
Wharton’s formal choices subtly bring gender to bear on these later novels. Most notably,
Mother’s Recompense remakes a popular melodrama and breaks formally and stylistically from
the realism of much of her earlier work into the more florid structure and syntax conventionally
associated with women’s literature. What’s more, my reading of the psychology of Wharton’s
built environment renders the progression Benert and others trace from her early work’s
emphasis on architecture to her later work’s retirement into the recesses of psychology moot,
since it reveals that architecture was always psychological for Wharton.
Finally, I argue that the collapse of the public into the private spheres that Benert
criticizes in Wharton’s later treatment of architecture is actually largely the point Wharton is
trying to make, not only in this late period, but also as far back as the early novella, “Bunner
Sisters.” Although Wharton warns against the increasing publicity of America’s homes in
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Hoeller traces the ways Rosedale’s Judaism renders him untouchable in “’The
Impossible Rosedale’: ‘Race’ and the Reading of Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth.” Studies
in American Jewish Literature Vol. 13 (1994) 14-20.
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Decoration of Houses, I will show how the intrusion of what should properly remain outside is a
primary way in which the interior gets destabilized in Wharton’s fiction, opening up the
possibility of new domestic configurations. These new configurations certainly threaten her
characters who are sometimes irretrievably lost because of them, but they also provide the only
opportunity for what Wharton characterizes as “real” experience.
Kathryn Kent’s ranging history of what she dubs proto-lesbian identity in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries gives us a way to understand how the confusion of spaces during this
period contributed to the possibility of new identifications for women. She argues that the
tutelary-disciplinary structure of the middle class home created space for proto-lesbian identity
by virtue of its shading of public life into domestic space: “I investigate the intense, erotic
subject-forming effects of this overlap, and often confusion of spaces: What happens when the
distance between the family, the school and the book, often rigorously enforced in antebellum
U.S. Culture, begins to break down in the second half of the nineteenth century? I will argue that
the subject-forming project at the heart of disciplinary intimacy threatens to queer, even as it
regulates, the female subject” (18). Wharton’s later fiction, so much of which revolves around
the charged mother-daughter relationships on which Kent focuses, explores the dangers and
opportunities of the newly public private domestic space.
The Decoration of Houses explores the complicated relationship to gendered space that
establishes the foundation, not just for Wharton’s design work, but for the urban aesthetic that
shapes her short stories and novels as well. As mentioned above, a main thrust of Decoration of
Houses is a call to reorganize the gendered dichotomy of inside and outside spheres of influence.
The claim that the outside of the house, usually thought to be a male concern, should be
governed by the same aesthetic rules as the inside, usually put under the purview of the female
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inhabitant, is itself a gesture towards thinking about the difference between public and private
along non-gender lines. The strategies of control that Wharton and Codman prescribe for
domestic interiors, moreover, can be understood through a psychoanalytic lens as working
towards using the interior to gain an always unstable sense of mastery over the exterior. This
effects a reversal of the power dynamic between the women’s and men’s spheres of influence
that, in its material aspect, allowed a number of women like Wharton, including Harriet Beecher,
Melusina Fay Peirce, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman (all of whom used a publication on
domesticity as their entree into the public world) to use domestic expertise to gain purchase in
social and professional circles outside of the home. These aspects of Wharton’s design work will
help us to understand a broader dynamic between forms and formlessness in her thinking about
cities, and to see how that sets the stage for her destabilizing, erotic domesticities.
A consideration of Freud’s treatment of the boundary between inside and outside can
help us think about what’s at stake in the way The Decoration of Houses’ sets up its relation to
the city street. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud’s formulation of consciousness in
relation to outside stimulus bears resemblance to Wharton’s description of the house in relation
to the urban street. Freud explains consciousness as a system that, like an urban home, regulates
what comes in and out:
Since consciousness essentially yields perceptions of excitations coming from without
and feelings (Empfindungen) of pleasure and ‘pain’ which can only be derived from
within the psychic apparatus, we may allot the system … a position in space. It must lie
on the boundary between outer and inner, must face towards the outer world, and must
envelop the other psychic systems” (Freud, BP 19).
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As he further articulates it in The Ego and the Id, consciousness is here a “coherent surface” that
functions as a barrier between the outside world and interior processes—it limits what comes in
and regulates what goes out (Freud, EI 632). Consciousness, like Wharton’s homes, not only
function as a protection from the assault of stimulation in modern life, it also provides the
interior with a coherent sense of self.
Similar to Freud’s ego, the surface of the house in Decoration of Houses is a bodily
structure, a place, in Freud’s words “from which external and internal perceptions may spring”
(Freud, EI 636). Likewise, in Wharton’s estimation, interior design can both (as we saw in the
passage with which I opened) structure the psychologies of those who live within its realm and
also protect the inside from that which would invade it from the outside. Wharton’s sense that
the home should be a protective surface manifests in her recurrent calls for a return to privacy at
home. Thus, as the primary instrument of privacy in a home, doors creep into many of the
chapters on other topics even though they have a dedicated chapter as well. Her discussion of
doors often imagines the prying eyes of a dense, urban setting as the primary threat against
which they protect. In the chapter, “Rooms in General,” for instance, a meditation on the failure
of American hearths to attract the family to their sides devolves into a lamentation about popular
trends in doorways: “Besides, on the opposite side of the room is a gap in the wall eight or ten
feet wide, opening directly upon the hall, and exposing what should be the most private part of
the room to the scrutiny of messengers, servants and visitors” (Wharton, Decoration of Houses
24). By contrast, proper doors should, according to Decoration of Houses, usually be shut, and
“so hung that they screen that part of the room in which the occupants usually sit” when they do
open (Wharton, Decoration of Houses 65). The surface of the home—its walls, windows, and
vestibules—are failing in Wharton’s estimation to properly control what comes in. This is
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because Decoration of Houses asks its readers to treat the interior of the house as a controlled
surface that, like Freud’s formulation of the ego, works to protect and order the interior by
processing stimuli from outside through its frame of reference. The parallel here illustrates the
proximity of Wharton’s thoughts about home design and contemporaneous theories of
subjectivity; we can see that the link between character and domestic design extends to a
treatment of the home as itself a kind of subjectivity capable of exerting itself on the world
around it.
The control that the inside can assert over the outside is clearest in Wharton and
Codman’s discussion of windows. They counsel that windows should be placed, when on the
more public side of the house, “about three feet from the floor, so that persons approaching the
house may not be able to look in,” and they should be designed in such a way that a “relation is
established between the inside of the house and the landscape, making the latter, what, as seen
from a room, it logically ought to be: a part of the wall decoration” (70). Wharton and Codman
clearly imagine an urban setting with people regularly passing by and threatening the home with
their invasive gaze. What’s key in their prescription is that the interior is not simply protecting,
however; it is also incorporating the outside world into the interior scheme, thus affording a
sense of mastery over the world outside. In this way, the traditionally female realm of decoration
can be used to gain a sense of mastery on the world beyond the home.
A related strategy of control is employed in the prescriptions for arranging the space
within the home in The Decoration of Houses. Wharton and Codman reject the major shift that
occurred in domestic spaces after the second industrial revolution – also known as the
technological revolution. Prior to this point in the last decades of the nineteenth century,
domestic space was organized to accommodate the various productive tasks carried out by
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women in the home. After this period, the spatial character of the private home came to reflect
women’s new participation in the phenomenon of conspicuous consumption. Private/productive
spaces were converted into arenas for public reception and display. Much of Decoration of
Houses is given over to chronicling the sins against common sense of this new orientation for
home design. For instance, in the chapter entitled “The Library, Smoking-Room, and ‘Den,’” the
authors critique design choices made in the interest of entertaining:
The planning of a house is often modified by a vague idea on the part of its owners that
they may wish to give entertainments on a large scale. As a matter of fact, general
entertainments are seldom given in a house of average size; and those who plan their
houses with a view to such possibilities sacrifice their daily comfort to an event occurring
perhaps once a year (Wharton, Decoration of Houses 52).
The prescriptions in Decorations of Houses push back against this development, and are thus
aimed at re-organizing the American home around the value of comfort and privacy, with an
emphasis on keeping dust, drafts and most guests out of the private areas in the home. The risk
that is run when these precepts are not followed is the loss of control over the men of the house:
It is no exaggeration to say that many houses are deserted by the men of the family for
lack of those simple comforts which they find at their clubs: windows unobscured by
layers of muslim, a fireplace surrounded by easy-chairs and protected from daughts, wellappointed writing-tables and files of papers and magazines. Who cannot call to mind the
dreary drawing-room, in small town houses the only possible point of reunion for the
family, but too often, in consequence of its exquisite discomfort, of no more use as a
meeting-place than the vestibule or the cellar? (Wharton, Decoration of Houses 23).
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To counter this trend and keep what should properly be in the house inside, Decoration of
Houses suggests designing rooms to foster habitual discussion among the family members as
opposed to entertainments on a grand-scale.
Coupled with the increased privacy and the sense of control the American woman stands
to gain over her environment through tasteful home design is a real opportunity, in Wharton’s
estimation, to alter what she sees as the major element holding American women back: the two
gendered spheres of American life. In Custom of the Country, Charles Bowen pontificates on the
rising divorce rate in America as compared to Europe in the last years of the 19th century,
claiming the real problem is that women in America are not given space in the arenas that matter
in America: “Why does the European woman interest herself so much more in what the men are
doing? Because she’s so important to them that they make it worth her while! She’s not a
parenthesis, as she is here—she’s in the very middle of the picture … Where does the real life of
most American men lie? In some woman’s drawing-room or in their offices?” (126). Wharton
echoes this line of argument a few years later in a post-war monograph entitled The French Ways
and Their Meanings, a text that follows the didactic principle of Decoration of Houses by
working to expose American culture to the superior model of the French. In a chapter on French
women, Wharton argues that French women are, in her words, “better” than American women
because they are grown up. Comparing American women—with their hobbies, charitable boards
and balls—to advanced infants in a Montessori school invested in developing the individuality
and creative pursuits of its pupils, to French women, who, according to Wharton, occupy a real
place in the intellectual, social and economic world of France, Wharton argues that the key
element to which French women owe their relative maturity is “close and constant and important
relations between men and women” (103). The prescriptions throughout Decoration of Houses
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aimed to promote privacy and habitual conversation within the family seen through the objective
of engaging women in serious conversations with men gives to these suggestions import ranging
far beyond the bounds of the home. Through home design women could work to give
themselves a new vantage point from which to gain purchase on American society.
Wharton’s characterization of the ways American society has infantilized its middle class
women is one of the main lines of connection between Decoration of Houses and Gilman’s
almost contemporaneous Women and Economics, published in 1898. Like Decoration of Houses,
Women and Economics was Gilman’s first publication. In it, Gilman argued for the importance
of women’s economic independence and prophesied a time when women could benefit from life
with their families in private kitchenless houses or apartments connected to central kitchens,
dining rooms, and day cares. Similar to Wharton, Gilman characterized the American woman’s
relationship to her husband’s professional life as a symptom of their social and economic
position. Wharton explains of Frenchwomen that “in the commercial class, the Frenchwoman is
always her husband’s business partner … In small businesses, the woman is always her
husband’s book-keeper or clerk, or both; above all, she is his business adviser” (103). Similarly,
Gilman says, “But a manufacturer who marries, or a doctor, or a lawyer, does not take a partner
in his business, when he takes a partner in parenthood, unless his wife is also a manufacturer, a
doctor, or a lawyer. In his business, she cannot even advise wisely without training or
experience” (12). Both Wharton and Gilman are here calling for American women to be given
the means through which they can be taken seriously as intellectual and economic partners to
their husbands. And both Wharton and Gilman argue that the structure of the home is key to
effecting change in American women’s position.
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Despite these similarities, Susan Fraiman compares Wharton and Gilman, arguing that
there is an opposite tendency in their reactions to the same situation: “If Gilman’s feminist
response to an oppressive private sphere was to flee outward, resituating cooking and childcare
within expansive, public spaces, Wharton’s strategy was to flee inward, taking refuge in a
heightened privacy—removing herself even (or especially) from her role as Teddy’s wife” (489).
While this comparison is valid in relation to Wharton’s private life, her fiction shows an
exploration of strangely hybrid public private spaces. And where Gilman goes on to imagine an
all female motherhood-utopia as the ultimate antidote to America’s flawed social structure in the
novel, Herland (1915), Wharton, too, turns increasingly to the dynamics of motherhood in the
1920’s, particularly in The Old Maid and The Mother’s Recompense, all three of which I will
return to in the third section of this chapter. The cyclical temporality of motherhood is a major
way that Wharton’s domesticity is queer in relation to the urban cityscape in which it is situated
and a way that she is tuned in to similar issues as Gilman despite her greater conservatism.
Accordingly, Hayden’s description of Charlotte Perkins Gilman resonates with Wharton’s nonfiction on gender and design. Hayden quotes Gilman as saying: “It is not that women are really
smaller-minded, weaker-minded, more timid and vacillating; but that whosoever, man or woman,
lives always in a small, dark place, is always guarded, protected, directed and restrained, will
become inevitably narrowed and weakened by it. The woman is weakened by the home and the
man is narrowed by the woman” (qtd. Hayden, 183). This accords with Wharton’s philosophy of
domestic determinism and her resultant description of how American women are stunted by their
place in American homes.
I am in debt here to Susan Fraiman, whose “Domesticity Beyond Sentiment: Edith
Wharton, Decoration, and Divorce” similarly works to wrest Wharton’s thinking on domestic
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design from its stuffy reputation. Particularly helpful for me is the way that Fraiman takes on
what she calls the “habitual, unthinking” conflation of the domestic, the sentimental, and the
feminine (481). Fraiman points out that even critics such as Amy Kaplan who have argued that
Wharton distances herself from the sentimental tradition still rely on a formulation that equates
the soft and sentimental with the home that Wharton has supposedly written her way out of.
Fraiman counters this assumption by arguing that Wharton worked to develop a professional
identity in defiance of class and gender norms by writing herself into as opposed to out of the
private domestic sphere: “Far from opposing her domestic preoccupations to professionalism, I
aim to show that Wharton’s house-love was crucial to her self-definition in excess of
conventional, married womanhood” (481). Indeed, I will show that the home for Wharton
becomes a hybrid, unstable space rife with new possibilities for the women who work, scheme,
and live together within it.

Part 2: The Home in the City

This section sets up my later exploration of how the home functions for Wharton as an
unstable aesthetic frame by tracing her use of the aesthetic perspective more generally in her
fiction and non-fiction. By “aesthetic perspective” I mean the tendency to view lived experience
through aesthetic frames: artistic, architectural, and inter-subjective. I argue that the aesthetic
perspective that Wharton shares with many of her characters functions as an unstable safeguard
against the urban chaos beyond the frame. We will see in the third section how the relationship
between an aesthetic perspective and the modernity in which it is situated comes to characterize
urban domesticity and motherhood, creating new narrative possibilities for her female characters.
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Thursdale, the protagonist of Edith Wharton’s early short story, “The Dilettante,” is
representative of the type of man who overwhelmingly populated her fiction and life. An
emotionally unavailable connoisseur of refined taste, he can easily be seen as a fictionalized
version of the men with whom Wharton was closest in life—men like Henry James, Morton
Fullerton and Walter Berry. As Hoeller points out in her article “The Gains and Losses of
‘Sentimental Economies’ in Edith Wharton’s ‘The Dilettante,’” Wharton created many
characters in Thursdale’s mold: she “creates and recreates the character of the dilettante
bachelor” throughout her work: characters who are “spectators, critics who try to avoid
involving themselves too much in the world around them; they are men whose fine critical
sensibilities and tastes render them incapable of living a full life and of creating art” (19). And
indeed, Wharton’s work is filled with men who dabble, to various degrees of seriousness, in
artistic pursuits. Most criticism of her fictional bachelors has viewed them as a medium through
which she worked out various facets of her relationships to the men on whom they were
implicitly modeled, as well as the male-dominated literary world.21
Without discounting this approach, I will suggest that the dilettante, typified by
Thursdale, also serves as the vehicle for another of Wharton’s deep preoccupations in so far as
he dramatizes the limitations of the aesthetic sensibility itself. As Hoeller indicates above, the
inherent problematic Wharton associates with the dilettante is the incommensurability of art and
life, or what I will call “the aesthetic perspective” and a real engagement with the world. By
virtue of this tendency, her dilettantes, both those who were married and those who remained
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Hoeller’s article is one example of this approach to the dilettante, as is Judith L.
Sensibar’s article, “Edith Wharton Reads the Bachelor Type: Her Critique of Modernism’s
Representative Man”; and Blake Nevius’ book, Edith Wharton: a Study of her Fiction. Another
study can be found in David Holbrook’s book Edith Wharton and the Unsatisfactory Man.
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bachelors—Newland Archer, Lawrence Selden and Ralph Marvell, to name a few—are all in
some way blind to or disengaged from their own realities. I argue that this problematic of the
aesthetic perspective, often embodied in the dilettante, extends beyond the dilettante motif and is
in fact one of the underlying concerns that unifies Wharton’s oeuvre. It manifests in “The
Dilettante” as it does elsewhere as blindness to that which always inevitably remains outside of a
particular aesthetic frame. And as elsewhere, the tension between interiority and exposure plays
out in the intersubjective dynamic between the characters as well as in the description of the
urban home as an unstable surface.
In another early work, The Bunner Sisters, the limitation of the aesthetic perspective is
taken up when the limiting frames of Ann Eliza and Evelina’s apartment and the romantic
narratives in which they cast Ramy make them blind to his drug abuse. The Bunner Sisters,
moreover, raises the stakes of the limitations of the aesthetic perspective when their blindness
results in Ann Eliza’s losing Evelina to the anonymity of the bustling crowd outside the frame of
their shop and apartment.22 Indeed, Wharton often depicts the limitations of the aesthetic frame
as a real threat to the aestheticizing character.23 And her love diary, “The Life Apart,” and letters
to Morton Fullerton reveal that she personally suffered from anxiety that her aesthetic
perspective precluded her from a full engagement with life. My reading suggests that in addition
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In Resisting Regionalism (1997), Donna Campbell helpfully delineates this tension
between the cityscape, described in a naturalist style, and the interior of the Bunner Sisters’ shop,
which is described in the romanticized style of local color fiction. In Campbell’s view, the
naturalist modern urbanity embodied in the train on which Ann Eliza loses Evelina serves to
critique the limitations of local color fiction. She thus reads the story as, in part, a kind of parable
of the destruction of the controlled realm of local color fiction. I am arguing that it also
functions to critique the aesthetic sensibility more broadly.
23
Thus, the very real suffering of Ralph Marvell can be attributed to his blindness to the
reality of Undine’s character, for instance.
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to working out her relationship to the dilettante men in her life, Wharton used their fictionalized
counterparts to work out the limitations inherent to the aesthetic perspective she shared with
them, and which shaped her outlook on architecture and fiction.
My approach rethinks Wharton’s treatment of the bachelor character, situating it as part
of a broader aesthetic and architectural paradigm. I hope also to add to the ongoing reappraisal
of Wharton’s rejection of formal experimentation by providing another way to think about her
commitment to physical and artistic form. Frederick Wegener typifies the accepted critical
perspective on Wharton’s relationship to literary modernism when he argues that Wharton’s oftnoted resistance to formal innovations is a product of her alignment of the social with the
aesthetic. He notes the tendency, especially in her later work and criticism, to link the
“disappearance of ‘scruples’ to the vogue of ‘the new methods’ in fiction” (Wegener 117). Thus,
Wegener contends, moral deterioration was somehow associated for Wharton with the
deterioration of the old forms of fiction. And indeed, in The Writing of Fiction, Wharton
ascribes a moral aspect to successful aesthetic forms: “there must be something that makes them
crucial, some recognizable relation to a familiar social or moral standard, some explicit
awareness of the eternal struggle between man’s contending impulses, if the tales embodying
them are to fix the attention and hold the memory” (14). Modernist writing could not, in
Wharton’s estimation, accomplish this goal because of its hostility to form. She explains, “The
distrust of technique and the fear of being unoriginal—both symptoms of a certain lack of
creative abundance—are in truth leading to pure anarchy in fiction, and one is almost tempted to
say that in certain schools formlessness is now regarded as the first condition of form” (Wharton,
Writing of Fiction 15). The terms of her criticism here resonate with the terms of her dismissal of
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popular home design that we examined in Part 1 of this chapter; modernism, like Victorian home
design, sins against the imperative of sound structure with its shallow, showy excess.
Wharton clearly rejects what she deems to be artistic formlessness on moral grounds in
The Writing of Fiction, but what has not been considered is the way in which her fiction itself
belies an abiding and contradictory interest in and understanding of the moral cost of aesthetic
form. In fact, Wharton consistently exposes the cost—both in terms of life-experience and
morality—of the aesthetic perspective. Form is morally problematic in Wharton’s work because
there is always a human casualty lost to it, and yet, it is almost invariably back to the aesthetic
perspective that she and her characters return despite its costs. A careful reading shows that this
reversion to form is part of a productive tension between urban chaos and the aesthetic frame that
produces new possibilities for female characters who try out alternatives to heteronormative
formulations and norms. The threat against which form protects is of a particularly modern,
urban character, and manifests in her fiction through the bustling crowd, the railway journey, or
the trip to Europe to which the characters who slip out of the aesthetic frame are often lost. My
reading suggests that psychoanalysis provides fruitful avenues for consideration of the central
role that instability plays in Wharton’s treatment of form. In this light, aesthetic structures
function as a necessary but inherently limited and limiting coping mechanism taken up not for
their salutary effect on social cohesion, but rather as an always provisional means to deal with
the anxieties and opportunities of modern life.
The “Dilettante” relates a visit between Thursdale and his close friend, Mrs. Vervain.
Thursdale, a few days before the setting of the scene, brought his new fiancé, Miss Gaynor, to
meet Mrs. Vervain. After leaving Miss Gaynor at the train station, he drops in on Mrs. Vervain
to talk over her first meeting with Miss Gaynor. We are told that Thursdale chooses to go to Mrs.
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Vervian’s house spontaneously: “It was on an impulse hardly needing the arguments he found
himself advancing in its favor, that Thursdale, on his way to the club, turned as usual into Mrs.
Vervain’s street” (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 139). The detail that he routinely chooses to visit
Mrs. Vervain over attending his club gains importance when considered in light of Wharton’s
criticism in Decoration of Houses of how American men spend their time in public spaces like
clubs because American homes are not appointed to foster engaging discussion or repose.
Further, the description of the nature of their regular meetings suggests that Mrs. Vervain does
not participate in the design trends oriented toward public displays of grandeur that Wharton
faults for this male proclivity in Decoration of Houses. The narrator explains that, “It was
characteristic of him that he instinctively excluded his call two days earlier, with Ruth Gaynor,
from the list of his visits to Mrs. Vervain: the special conditions attending it had made it no more
like a visit to Mrs. Vervain than an engraved dinner invitation is like a personal letter” (Wharton,
“The Dilettante” 139). Thursdale’s visit to Mrs. Vervain with Miss Gaynor does not count
amongst his regular visits because Miss Gaynor’s presence rendered it a public event akin to a
formal dinner, whereas his usual visits are compared here to the intimacy of a private letter.
Wharton’s argument that popular home design precludes intimate conversation helps us to
imagine the type of home that Mrs. Vervain keeps in order to foster this kind of exchange, and it
also says something about the sympathy with which Wharton would have us regard the hostess.
In the course of their conversation, which takes place in a drawing room that “enveloped
him in that atmosphere of tacit intelligence which Mrs. Vervain imparted to her very furniture,”
Thursdale learns that Miss Gaynor made a second, secret visit to Mrs. Vervain to learn the
history of her relationship with Thursdale (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 140). Surprisingly, Miss
Gaynor is dismayed to learn that Thursdale and Mrs. Vervain had never been overtly
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romantically involved. This is because she guesses the truth: that Thursdale and Mrs. Vervain
had an erotic relationship of another kind—one in which he exploited her desire for him for the
pleasure of mastery over her. Mrs. Vervain relates Miss Gaynor’s accusation: “He just took
what he wanted—sifted and sorted you to suit his taste. Burnt out the gold and left a heap of
cinders. And you let him—you let yourself be cut in bits … and used or discarded, while all the
while every drop of blood in you belonged to him!” (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 142). The
exploitation Miss Gaynor describes here is tellingly put in aesthetic terms: he used her as so
much artistic raw material and made a beautiful object out of her.
Thursdale is, as the name of the story suggests, the prototypical bachelor dilettante: as
Miss Gaynor identifies him in the passage above, he is an “artist” of a peculiar sort, and, until his
engagement to Miss Gaynor, a dedicated bachelor. We learn that having once “made the
mistake, at the outset of his acquaintance with a lady, of telling her he loved her and exacting the
same avowal in return,” he has since avoided emotional entanglement, or, as he puts it, becoming
“encumbered with the debris of a feast” (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 139). As these passages
reveal, women are continuously figured objects of Thursdale’s consumption. Just as Mrs.
Vervain was “used” by Thursdale and ultimately reduced to “a heap of cinders,” this early lover
is “the debris of a feast:” her continued presence in his life after the avowal of love from which
he derived satisfaction is likened to the empty “crockery one has finished using” but must carry
back from a picnic (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 139). The qualitative distinction between the two
metaphors—the debris of a feast and a heap of cinders—speaks to the difference in type of
pleasure he derived from each woman. His early lover afforded a carnal pleasure akin to the
bodily enjoyment of eating while his unconsummated relationship with Mrs. Vervain affords a
purely aesthetic satisfaction likened to the admiration of a work of art. Moreover, his earlier
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relationship to the unnamed lover is nutritious ingestion, while his aesthetic relationship to Mrs.
Vervain is consumption by fire, suggesting that artistic production destroys, as opposed to
incorporates, organic material. In both cases, the woman is used up and discarded, but the first
provides sustenance while the latter does not. This speaks to Wharton’s sense that art precludes a
real engagement with life in so far as his body is not nourished by aesthetic satisfaction.
We will see that many of Wharton’s characters suffer because aesthetic frames keep them
from a “real,” nourishing life, a problematic that gets spatialized when heroines from Lily Bart to
Kate Clephane feel their true selves stifled by inherited, formal homes. In fact, Mrs. Vervain and
Thursdale’s relationship is also tellingly spatialized. Thursdale regretted having informed Mrs.
Vervain about his engagement by letter because the move seemed to admit that there was, in fact,
a difficulty in the nature of his and Mrs. Vervain’s relationship that usually went acknowledged.
After the opening of their interview, he realizes this was an unnecessary precaution: “It had been
his pride never to put himself in a position which had to be quitted, as it were, by the back door;
but here, as he perceived, the main portals would have been opened for him of their own accord”
(Wharton, “The Dilettante” 139). Thursdale and Mrs. Vervain’s aesthetic relationship accords, in
other words, with her perfectly arranged home; both are characterized by an intimacy that does
not involve messy entanglements.
Interestingly, the aesthetic satisfaction that Thursdale gains from Mrs. Vervain has
nothing to do with contemplating her body (the details of which we are told nothing) but is rather
the product of cultivating in her a certain linguistic skill. In the opening passage, we are told that
what motivates Thursdale’s visit to her is “the dilettante’s irresistible craving to take a last look
at a work of art that was passing out of his possession” (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 139). The
character of Thursdale’s “possession” of Mrs. Vervain is the artist’s possession of his artwork:
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She had been surprisingly crude when he first knew her; capable of making the most
awkward inferences, of plunging through thin ice, of recklessly undressing her emotions;
but she had acquired, under the discipline of his reticences and evasions, a skill almost
equal to his own, and perhaps more remarkable in that it involved keeping time with any
tune he played and reading at sight some uncommonly difficult passages (Wharton, “The
Dilettante” 139).
The metaphor is intentionally mixed here. Mrs. Vervain is both crude “material” out of which
Thursdale molded a work of art at the same time as she is also, as Hoeller puts it: “nothing more
than a skilled player, adept at the most difficult passages, yet incapable of playing her own tune”
(21). Thus the work of art he has produced out of Mrs. Vervain and at which he has come to
take his parting look is not Mrs. Vervain herself but the verbal repartee in which he has trained
her to engage.
The “skill” this verbal artistry requires is the ability to exploit language for its ambiguity.
Language that refers outright to its object is for Thursdale, as the above passage reveals, “crude”
unformed artistic material. Thursdale trains Mrs. Vervain to elevate her language above its
prosaic referential function by concealing the emotions she previously “recklessly undressed.”
This elevation affords language the distance from emotional engagement required for aesthetic
contemplation in the Kantian sense. Moreover, it constitutes a kind of artistry for Thursdale
because it affords him a disinterested control over their highly stylized discourse. Thursdale lost
control of his previous romance by declaring his love, by using language to reveal his emotion.
After this early “mistake,” he molded language into art by avoiding outright declarations: “In
seeking to avoid the pitfalls of sentiment he had developed a science of evasion in which the
woman of the moment became a mere implement of the game” (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 193).
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By this strategy of evasion the women who previously stood the chance of subjugating him, of
“encumbering” him with the “debris of a feast,” are now reduced to tools of his linguistic art.
Thursdale’s relationship with Mrs. Vervain maintains an erotic quality by virtue of its
evasiveness. It is likewise the evasiveness of what Roland Barthes calls “writerly,” or truly
aesthetic, texts that constitutes for him the erotics of reading, or “the pleasure of the text”
(Barthes 58).24 Language that says outright is for Barthes, as it is for Thursdale, what Barthes
calls “prattle;” “an unweaned language: imperative, automatic, unaffectionate, a minor disaster
of static” (Barthes 5). Barthes’ concept of “unweaned” language corresponds to Thursdale’s
judgment of Mrs. Vervain’s crudity before his training. Both Barthes and Thursdale condemn
straightforward language as unrefined (“imperative, automatic,” in Barthes’ terms) and somehow
tawdry in its obscene laying bare of its object. Thus Thursdale’s description of Mrs. Vervain’s
“undressing” her emotion has a correlative in Barthes’ sense that “the pleasure of the text is not
the pleasure of the corporeal striptease” (10). Straightforward language is akin to stripping the
body because it lays bare and is thus, for Barthes, not erotic, as it leaves nothing to imagine. The
underlying suggestion for both Thursdale and Barthes is that erotic desire is predicated on a kind
of present absence that stimulates the imagination. Barthes calls this “the staging of an
appearance-as-disappearance” and argues that the pleasure of a well-crafted text is akin to the
skin that peeks out from between clothing: he asks, “Is not the most erotic portion of a body
where the garment gapes?” (9). In “The Dilettante,” the construct, the text, the “garment” in
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I’m combining Barthes’ insights from The Pleasure of the Text in this sentence with
those of his earlier work, S/Z, where he develops the concepts of “writerly” as opposed to
“readerly” texts. For Barthes’ discussion of the “writerly” and “readerly,” see S/Z : an Essay.
Trans. Richard Miller.
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Barthes’ terms, is the erotically charged verbal play between Thursdale and Mrs. Vervain, and
the “body” which peeks out from beneath it is sexual desire.
The crisis of the text comes from the fact that Thursdale does not realize that his
manipulation of this erotically charged relationship is evident to Miss Gaynor. This dynamic
resonates with the concern in Decoration of Houses with what can be seen by passersby in the
street. Here we have another aesthetic frame causing anxiety over what others can see. This is
why Thursdale experiences what Mrs. Vervain tells him as disturbing an intimacy that usually
feels impervious to outside influence: “The words fell strangely on the scented stillness of the
room: they seemed out of harmony with its setting of afternoon intimacy, the kind of intimacy on
which at any moment, a visitor might intrude without perceptibly lowering the atmosphere”
(Wharton, “The Dilettante” 142). Miss Gaynor, in effect, breaks the illusion of their confidence
when she sees Thursdale and Mrs. Vervain “peeking” at each other through their verbal art and
rejects for herself the exploitation of the female character she recognizes it to be founded upon.
She is aware that even though Mrs. Vervain is not “stripping,” she is nonetheless objectified as a
tool of Thursdale’s art. Tellingly, in Mrs. Vervain’s first attempt to inform Thursdale of Miss
Gaynor’s secret visit, she says “there’s a break in the continuity” (Wharton, “The Dilettante”
141). Miss Gaynor’s perceptive recognition “breaks” the continuity of the artifice of Thursdale’s
and Mrs. Vervain’s relationship. It disrupts the suspension of disbelief required for the artifice to
function, founded as it is on the disavowal of sexual tension, and she thus exposes Thursdale’s
manipulation.
Miss Gaynor’s exposure, accordingly, forces Mrs. Vervain and Thursdale to go through
an awkward process of avowal through which Thursdale loses control over his linguistic artifice.
Mrs. Vervain’s first, poetic description—alluding to the “break in the continuity” of their
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relationship—fails to accomplish its goal of explaining the situation by virtue of the evasiveness
inherent to their rapport. Mrs. Vervain must expose the underlying conceit of their relationship in
straightforward language to effectively communicate Miss Gaynor’s position. At first Mrs.
Vervain is at a loss: “in the attenuated phraseology he had taught her, it was difficult to find
words robust enough to meet his challenge. It was the first time he had ever asked her to explain
anything; and she had lived so long in dread of offering elucidations which were not wanted, that
she seemed unable to produce one on the spot” (Wharton, “The Dilettante” 142). She goes on to
articulate the situation in plain language – that Miss Gaynor wanted to know whether he was
“really free” in respect to Mrs. Vervain and that she was dismayed to learn that he was. This
break into straightforward language renders him prostrate. He laughs “awkwardly,” bursts out
“with sudden crudeness,” and eventually flings himself down “despairingly” (Wharton, “The
Dilettante” 142). His physical attitude here reflects his metaphorical prostration in the face of
straightforward language. If evasive language was a tool of mastery for Thursdale, language that
exposes its object emasculates him. Thursdale thereby illustrates Wharton’s sense that the artist
who controls reality through aesthetic frames is rendered powerless in the face of the reality
outside of them. It is, moreover, the sense of mastery itself that leaves the artist, here Thursdale,
exposed to this reversal, here brought on by Miss Gaynor.
A consideration of Lacan’s seminar on Poe’s short story, “The Purloined Letter,” is
instructive for understanding the way in which Thursdale’s sense of control over the aesthetic
frame he constructs renders him ironically vulnerable to exposure. Lacan is primarily interested
in his seminar on “The Purloined Letter” in the way that the sensation of control causes
intellectual instability. He reads Poe’s story as a study of the way in which significance is
created and constantly shifts through the intersubjective structure that develops around the
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itinerant “signifier” of a letter (in the missive sense of the word). In “The Purloined Letter,” the
Queen hides a letter that includes incriminating information about her from the King in plain
sight by turning it over so that just the address is visible. She does not realize, however, that her
maneuver, while successfully hiding the letter from the King, is obvious to the Minister who is in
the room at the moment of concealment. The Minister steals the letter from the Queen in front of
her, knowing she cannot protest without exposing herself. He then proceeds to hide the letter in
a similar fashion, by turning it inside out and addressing it to himself so that it is successfully
hidden from the police the Queen dispatches to locate it, but obvious to the detective Dupin who
steals it back. The characters who think they are in control of hiding the letter in the structure are
always deceived in this belief and unwittingly leave it exposed to a third character.
The “subject” Lacan investigates in The Purloined Letter is composed of the triad of
three characters whose positions in the structure are determined by who can and cannot see the
letter, and by whom it is being concealed. Lacan explains this dynamic as a complex of three
“glances”: “The first is a glance that sees nothing … the second, a glance which sees that the first
sees nothing and deludes itself as to the secrecy of what it hides … (and) The third sees that the
first two glances leave what should be hidden exposed to whoever would seize it” (32). He
chooses to describe this dynamic as a structure of “glances” because the characters’ positions are
determined by whether or not they can “see” the letter in the symbolic system in which it is at the
moment situated. In the first scene, the King is ignorant of the symbolic system in which the
letter is encrypted and therefore cannot “see” it in the sense that he cannot decrypt its meaning,
which is that the Queen has been compromised. The Queen accordingly occupies the second
position by virtue of her encrypting the letter in order to achieve that effect; and Dupin occupies
the second position by virtue of his ability to decrypt the Queen’s work. As the letter shifts
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position, the character occupying the second place attempts to encrypt it in the symbolic order in
such a way as to conceal it, and this effort thereby re-organizes the other characters according to
their relative ability to “see” the letter in its new position.
Like the Queen, Thursdale believes he is in power of the system of signification he has
set up with Mrs. Vervain. Lacan shows us, however, that the sensation of power over
signification is always an illusion. Lacan thus describes the minister as “trapped in the typically
imaginary situation of seeing that he is not seen” which causes him to “misconstrue the real
situation in which he is seen not seeing” (44). Likewise, Thursdale believes himself able to see
that Mrs. Vervain cannot see his exploitation of her. He is insensible to the fact that he has left
himself exposed to Miss Gaynor who sees-him-seeing Mrs. Vervain’s blindness. He is therefore
blind to Miss Gaynor’s perspective, which is why he appropriately tells Mrs. Vervain, when she
explains that the “continuity” has been broken: “I don’t recognize it” (Wharton, “The Dilettante”
140). Thursdale cannot recognize Miss Gaynor’s seeing him because her perspective is outside
of the frame he has constructed. Lacan puts the situation thus: “No doubt the brazen creature is
here reduced to the state of blindness which is man’s in relation to the letters on the wall that
dictate his destiny” (52). And indeed, in the moment when he learns that Miss Gaynor has
visited Mrs. Vervain and left him a letter he has not yet read, the “letters on the wall” (or waiting
for him at home) have come to “dictate his destiny.”
However, just as the character in the middle position in Lacan’s understanding of Poe’s
story always slips irresistibly into blindness, so, too, it is suggested, does Miss Gaynor slip
irresistibly from her position of control. Ultimately, Mrs. Vervain deduces from the fact that
Miss Gaynor did not reveal her knowledge to Thursdale before he dropped her off at the train
station that Miss Gaynor has recalled the letter in which she broke it off with him. Mrs. Vervain
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explains, “she’s been with you since I saw her—she’s seen you and heard your voice. If there is
a letter, she has recalled it—from the first station, by telegraph” (Wharton, TD 143). Unlike
Lacan’s reading of “The Purloined Letter,” then, in which he identifies the position of temporary
control slipping along a never-ending chain from the Queen to the Minister to Dupin (and as
Derrida suggests, from Dupin to Lacan himself, and then as Barbara Johnson contends, from
Lacan to Derrida etc. etc. ad infinitum),25 in Wharton’s story the position of control reverts back
to Thursdale.
He replies to Mrs. Vervain’s assertion that Miss Gaynor will recall the letter, “But in the
meanwhile I shall have read it” (Wharton, TD 143). Thursdale reclaims the position of power in
“The Dilettante” because Wharton is less interested in the inherent instability of subjectivity that
Lacan investigates than she is in the similarly structured aesthetic perspective that must contend
with its own limitations and moral implications—and the power inherent to the instability. Both
the artist and the analyst (the figure whom Lacan eventually identifies as the ultimate “ordering”
person in the second position) operate through a fundamentally limited and limiting frame of
reference. That controlling but limited frame does not slip along a chain in Wharton’s story
because her subject is not universal subjectivity, but rather the particular subjectivity of the
aesthete in a modern city. Thursdale chooses to regain this position at the end of “The
Dilettante:” he explains to Mrs. Vervain: “I shall go on being what I have always been—sifting
and sorting, as she calls it” (Wharton, TD 143). The controlling perspective is for Wharton, as it
is for Thursdale, her chosen perspective on the world, and so, too, then, are its limitations. These
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The debate surrounding who is in “control” in Lacan’s reading of the “The Purloined
Letter” (and, by extension, of the literary/psychoanalytic issues of interpretation it brings up) is
helpfully compiled in The Purloined Poe, to which all citations of Lacan’s seminar on the story
in this paper refer.
152

limitations take on a moral aspect because, as Miss Vervain embodies here, there is always a
human sacrifice to the aesthetic frame: if Thursdale will now control Miss Gaynor the way he
previously controlled Mrs. Vervain, Mrs. Vervain is left completely out of the frame for which
she sacrificed so much, as, at the end of the story, “The door closed on (Thursdale), and she hid
her eyes from the dreadful emptiness of the room” (Wharton, TD 145).
In her biography of Edith Wharton, Cynthia Griffin Wolff ascribes to the author a similar
strategy of controlling life through its aesthetic reconstruction that I ascribe to Thursdale. Wolff
argues that Wharton used storytelling as a means of gaining control over her world from a very
young age. Wolff points to the sensation of powerlessness with which Wharton characterizes her
childhood experience in Backward Glance and contends that Wharton used the stories she
“made-up” in her youth (which were always about adults) to gain a kind of mastery over the
adult world: “The genesis of the narrative impulse is exactly coincidental with the impulse to recreate the adult world in some form that the small child could control and order, the desire to
make intelligible what had been merely mysterious and alien” (29). Wharton, then, in Wolff’s
view, used a similar strategy to “control and order” her own experience through skillful language
that she invents for Thursdale to manipulate the women in his life. Thus, we find the possibility
that Wharton identified with her prototypical dilettante in an important respect. Wolff notes the
psychological need that putting reality in an aesthetic frame answered for Wharton, but she fails
to identify the strategy as a major motif of Wharton’s work or a central way that architecture
functions in her literature and design texts. Through an examination of this motif we find the
possibility of identification between, not only Wharton’s prototypical bachelor and herself, but
also between her bachelors and some of her other types of characters, connected both to each
other and to Wharton by their shared aesthetic sensibility. We thereby find surprising
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similarities between Thursdale’s perspective and those of very different characters—26in
particular, two who are very far from the bachelor-dilettante-model: Ann Eliza and Evelina
Bunner.
Bunner Sisters is one of Wharton’s few depictions of poverty, detailing the story of two
middle-aged, unwed sisters who live and run a small shop together on the cusp of the wrong side
of town. Written in 1892, Bunner Sisters is characteristic of Wharton’s early proclivity for
writing fictional accounts of poor people, and criticism on Bunner Sisters and Wharton’s
similarly themed short stories has drawn out their naturalist elements.27 Other approaches have
contextualized these tales in terms of Wharton’s interest in contemporary debates surrounding
architecture, commercial window display and the politics of reading communities.28 Most
accounts of these early texts maintain a distinction between them and her later work, but careful
analysis shows that The Bunner Sisters, despite its radically different setting, shares with “The
Dilettante” a central preoccupation with the human cost of aesthetic form.

26

Indeed, in my understanding, almost every one of Wharton’s works has an
aestheticizing character or drive, who or that contends with the limitations of the aesthetic frame.
An in-depth analysis of each instance is beyond the scope of this paper, but I contend that Kate
Clephane of Mother’s Recompense, Nick of Glimpses of the Moon and the narrative voice itself
in Fighting France and Decorating Houses are examples of this dominant problem; and that the
range in type and genre of these examples speaks to the universal nature of this preoccupation for
Wharton.
27
Campbell’s Resisting Regionalism is one example of a text that focuses on the
naturalism of Bunner Sisters, as is Jennifer L. Fleissner’s “The Biological Clock: Edith Wharton,
Naturalism, and the Temporality of Womanhood.”
28
For Wharton’s relationship to architecture, see: Annette Benert’s The Architectural
Imagination of Edith Wharton and Renee Somers’ Edith Wharton as Spatial Activist and
Analyst; for the implications of the Bunner Sisters’ window display, see Gary Totten’s “’Objects
Long Preserved’: Reading and Writing the Shop Window in Edith Wharton’s Bunner Sisters”;
and for the text’s involvement in contemporary debates about communities of readers, see
Barbara Hochman’s “The Good, the Bad, and the Literary: Edith Wharton’s Bunner Sisters and
the Social Contexts of Reading.”
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The aesthetic frame in Bunner Sisters is not Thursdale’s stylized verbal play, but rather
the ill-fitting genre of the romantic love story set in a controlled domestic space. From the
beginning, subtle indications are provided of the romantic (if shabby) domestic “frame” through
which the sisters view the world. In the first scene, Ann Eliza has dressed in her best black silk to
celebrate Evelina’s birthday, a sartorial detail that takes on a grim sense of foreboding on a
second reading because it pre-figures the funereal black that Ann Eliza wears at the end in
mourning Evelina. But the black silk here at the opening of the text speaks to Ann Eliza’s
performative (if understated) sentimentality, as does the gift of a clock that will spare Evelina
daily trips around the corner.29 The women have, moreover, hanging above their bed a token of
their romantic inclinations: “a chromo of a young lady in a nightgown who clung with
eloquently-rolling eyes to a crag described in illuminated letters as the Rock of Ages” (Wharton,
Bunner Sisters 275). The sisters’ tendency to see the world through the frame of romantic
narratives leaves them blind to the fact that the man who comes into their home (through the
clock-gift itself) is a drug-addled schemer.
The physical frame of their shop and apartment, before Ramy breaks into its bounds,
determines the Bunner sisters’ existence. Accordingly, the cast of characters who pass through
their shop are described as constituting “their horizon,” and when a short-lived suitor to Evelina
stops visiting them there, he “speedily vanished from their view” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 284).
The horizon of their social and imaginative realm is concomitant to the view from their shop
window and the window itself is carefully manicured: “its panes were always well-washed, and
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As Fleissner, Totten and Campbell all point out, however, the clock also serves to
interrupt the temporality and ethos of the sisters’ shop and home, which had up until this point
been run according to the more cyclical rhythms of a routinized domestic life aimed at
preservation as opposed to capitalist consumption.
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though their display of artificial flowers, bands of scalloped flannel, wire hat-frames, and jars of
home-made preserves, had the indefinable grayish tinge of objects long preserved in the showcase of a museum, the window revealed a background of orderly counters and whitewashed
walls” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 274). As in “The Dilettante,” Ann Eliza’s and Evelina’s
aestheticization of their realm is a form of control, which becomes evident in the tension between
the world inside their shop/apartment and the bustling crowd that threatens its cohesion from the
outside.30
Ann Eliza’s treatment of her rare sojourns outside of the apartment/store highlights the
ordering implicit in the aestheticization of reality. She creates a story out of her lived
experience, thus gaining mastery over it, in a way that resonates with Wolff’s description of
Wharton’s childhood control of the grown-up realm through “making-up:”
Gradually … certain sights and sounds would detach themselves from the torrent along
which she had been swept, and she would devote the rest of the day to a mental
reconstruction of the different episodes of her walk, till finally it took shape in her
thought as a consecutive and highly-coloured experience, from which, for weeks
afterwards, she would detach some fragmentary recollection in the course of her long
dialogues with her sister (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 283).
Ann Eliza’s narratological reconstructions afford a sense of control over the experience “along
which she had been swept.” Her “mental reconstruction” “shapes” an experience in the face of
which she was originally helpless. She is accordingly “swept back into the shelter of a side
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Campbell identifies a similarly functioning aesthetic frame through which Mrs.
Manstey, another of Wharton’s poor characters, views the world (154). In Campbell’s account,
Mrs. Manstey’s window serves to both control and limit the protagonist’s experience of the city
in “Mrs. Manstey’s View.”
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street” by the crowd that represents the dominating chaos of disordered experience. Similar to
the way in which Wolff describes Wharton as gaining control through storytelling over the adult
world in relation to which she was powerless, Ann Eliza is here described as gaining mastery
over the experience she was previously subject to by narrating it to Evelina.31
Whereas “The Dilettante” used the relationship between Thursdale, Mrs. Vervain and
Miss Gaynor as its point of access to the problem of controlling-but-limited aesthetic frames,
Bunner Sisters uses Ann Eliza’s relationship to the urban space outside “the frame” of her and
Evelina’s shop window. Like Thursdale’s aestheticization of his relationship to Mrs. Vervain,
then, the “shape” that Ann Eliza “mentally reconstructs” her walk into affords her a mastery over
it, and her experience is then rendered something she can skillfully control by “detaching”
fragments to share with Evelina for weeks.
The way in which experience can be therapeutically controlled through narration is
outlined by Peter Brooks in Reading for the Plot. In a discussion of Freud’s theory of the
compulsion to repeat, Brooks points out that “narrative always makes the implicit claim to be in
a state of repetition, as a going over again of a ground already covered” (97). This resonates with
Ann Eliza’s imaginative “going over” of her experience in the street before constructing it into a
narrative. Narrative as repetition in the Freudian sense, furthermore, is a mechanism designed to
move the subject from a passive to an active position in relation to the flux of reality, and is
dominated by an overarching desire for the controlled return to quiescence. Brooks explains,
therefore, that between the disruption of beginning and end:

31

Totten and Campbell offer similar readings of the controlling function of Ann Eliza’s
stories. Totten reads her narratives as part of the sisters’ preservationist ethos/aesthetic and
Campbell sees them as emblematic of the style and purpose of story telling in local color fiction.
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the ensuing narrative … is maintained in a state of tension, as a prolonged deviance from
the quiescence of the ‘normal’ – which is to say, the unnarratable – until it reaches the
terminal quiescence of the end. The development of a narrative shows that the tension is
maintained as an ever more complicated postponement or detour leading back to the goal
of quiescence. (103)
Narration, then, is a strategy of dominance over reality that has as its desired result a controlled
return to the normalcy that is beyond its frame. This understanding of the goal of narrative is an
apt way to view the function of Ann Eliza’s return to the apartment as the site of narration.
Ann Eliza’s and Evelina’s apartment is itself a controlled, aestheticized frame, but it is
also and moreover the quiescence to which Ann Eliza must return in order to narrate her
experiences. Thus we can begin to see why the urban domestic is conservative because it is the
location of narrating. Ann Eliza’s sojourn described above is narrative fodder, but she must
return to the realm of her apartment in order to shape it. Thus the sojourn itself, like the story
she later tells of it, is oriented, as Brooks argues are all narratives, toward the controlled return to
the quiescence of their domestic space. Accordingly, the world outside the domestic frame is
both “real life” as compared to the romanticized space of their apartment and an enervating force
that can be only temporarily endured. Indeed, the nightmare of Eliza’s marriage to Ramy is the
consequence of a “sojourn” into the realm of experience without the return to quiescence
necessary to shape it into narrative until it is too late.
The womens’ trip to Central Park prefigures the trip that Evelina will take alone with
Ramy and from which she will return terminally ill. Early in the narrative, Ramy takes Ann
Eliza, Evelina and their chatty dressmaker friend, Miss Mellins on a rare outing to Central Park.
The world outside of their apartment is at first fascinating to and idealized by Ann Eliza, but it is
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ultimately overwhelming and debilitating: “(Miss Mellins’) ceaseless talk, and the kaleidoscopic
whirl of the crowd, were unspeakably bewildering to Ann Eliza. Her feet, accustomed to the
slippered ease of the shop, ached with the unfamiliar effort of walking, and her ears with the din
of the dress-maker’s anecdotes” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 302). The women are all described as
growing pale from their experience, a mark of the threat posed to them by life outside the
controlled frame of their apartment. The dressmakers’ unformed prattle, furthermore, is the
narrative equivalent of the chaotic experience Ann Eliza feels assaulted by outside the frame of
her domestic realm.
This divides the world of the Bunner sisters into the realm of experience outside the
frame of their shop/apartment and the controlled realm of narration within it. This categorization
resonates both with Thursdale’s sense that aestheticized language protects him from the
dangerous reality of exposed emotion and with Wolff’s description of Wharton clinging to her
mother’s house as an adolescent and young adult. Wolff describes Wharton’s phobia of the
moment before she opened the door to her mother’s home when she was a young woman:
The house was Mother’s realm; all the world outside was freedom and independence.
This agony – poised as she was at the juncture of two worlds – captures the fretful
dilemma in which the girl was caught: being away from Mother offered the chance to feel
freely and to grow self-sufficient; nevertheless, being away from Mother’s control
opened her to the risk of some terrible danger – being thrown to the Wolf or to some fate
even worse (Wolff 39).
Her mother’s home, of course, was the site of Wharton’s early narrativizing: the “making up”
through which she controlled the adult realm around her. Wolff suggests that Wharton, like Ann
Eliza and Evelina, had to negotiate a trade-off between the world of experience outside the frame
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of her domestic life and the domestic life that provided her with order and structure. We can see
the enervation that Ann Eliza and Evelina suffer outside their apartments as the dramatization of
Wharton’s own fear of the dangers of the world outside her domestic realm as a young girl. And
yet the domestic realm itself can be a space fraught with renegotiations of the normative
structure of family life, as we will see in the readings of The Old Maid and The Mother’s
Recompense in the next section of this chapter.
The crisis between reality and its aestheticization in Bunner Sisters is another iteration of
Wharton’s sense that real engagement with experience is always incompatible with an aesthetic
frame. The crisis of the text is a product of Ann Eliza and Evelina insistently casting themselves
and Ramy in romantic roles once he is introduced into the frame of their apartment. Their
romanticization of Ramy begins the day Ann Eliza gives Evelina the clock she purchased from
Ramy’s shop. Ann Eliza immediately begins daydreaming about him: “she began to take a
certain tranquil pleasure in thinking of Mr. Ramy’s small shop […] It gave her a good deal of
occupation to wonder why he had never married, or if, on the other hand, he were a widower,
and had lost all his dear little children; and she scarcely knew which alternative seemed to make
him the more interesting” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 281). She is weighing the potential romantic
plots in which to cast him here, and the women ultimately decide on the role of the suitor when
they (fallaciously) read his visits to them as indication that he is pursuing Evelina.
Evelina, for her part, is also engaged in romanticizing her role. In preparation of one of
his early visits, she composes herself for the occasion.32 She “pinned a crimson bow under her
collar,” uncharacteristically helps Ann Eliza clean up their meal, and then chooses the “graceful

Totten describes this as Evelina composing herself out of 19th century gender norms
and courting rituals in response to Ramy’s presence.
32
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task” of making artificial flowers instead of her usual, less picturesque after-dinner occupation
(Wharton, Bunner Sisters 289). The women soon distort all of Ramy’s actions in order to fit
them into the role of Evelina’s suitor. After her and Ramy’s “courtship” has progressed in the
women’s estimation, Evelina develops her romantic character by putting on what Ann Eliza
identifies as a deliberate performance of a lady in love: “That night when Evelina undressed she
took a jonquil from the vase and pressed it with a certain ostentation between the leaves of her
prayer-book. Ann Eliza, covertly observing her, felt that Evelina was not sorry to be observed,
and that her own acute consciousness of the act was somehow regarded as magnifying its
significance” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 301). Just as they cast Ramy in the romantic role of the
suitor, Evelina has cast herself in the role of the sentimental maiden.
Because of this fixed aesthetic frame, the women are blind to the signs of Ramy’s opium
use and his decidedly unromantic designs on them. They assume from his obvious physical
maladies that he has something like rheumatism, and overlook his friend’s accusatory
questioning of Ramy when they report his declining health to her: she asks “Ain’t you ashamed
of yourself, Ramy?” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 310). They choose to believe that his friend is
uncouth instead of seeing the truth in order to maintain their aestheticized understanding of the
situation. Most obviously, Ann Eliza fails to revise the women’s romantic reading of his
advances on Evelina even after he proposes to her instead. The women had up until this point
read Ramy’s behavior through the character of the shy lover of the younger sister. Surprisingly,
then, he declares his intention to marry Ann Eliza, and does so in notably unromantic terms: “I
guess you’re healthier than your sister, even if you are less sizeable” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters
313). This proposal flies in the face of both their understanding of his romantic desire for Evelina
and their romanticized understanding of his character generally. Despite his confusing proposal
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and his use in it of criteria more suited to the appraisal of livestock than marriage partners
(strength and appetite chief among them), “still Ann Eliza did not understand” on several levels
(Wharton, Bunner Sisters 314). This is because, as we learned from Thursdale, aesthetic frames
are difficult to think around. Accordingly, Ann Eliza casts her rejection of Ramy in the romantic
terms of self-denial: she “knew the crucial moment of her life had passed, and she was glad that
she had not fallen below her own ideals. It had been a wonderful experience; and in spite of the
tears on her cheeks she was not sorry to have known it. Two facts, however, took the edge from
its perfection: that it had happened in the shop, and that she had not had on her black silk”
(Wharton, Bunner Sisters 316).
Just as it had been for Thursdale, Ann Eliza’s sense that she controls the system of
signification at this point leaves her blind to the fact that Ramy is taking advantage of Evelina.
She thinks she can see, in the Lacanian sense, Evelina not seeing that Ramy actually loved her,
which leaves her blind to the fact that Ramy can actually see them both not seeing the reality of
his intentions: to take advantage of the little money they have to make a new start in a new city
with whichever sister will have him. Ann Eliza loses her sense of control when Evelina
disappears after moving to St. Louis with Ramy.
Evelina’s only letters are written in such opaque euphemisms that it is difficult for Ann
Eliza to figure out the experience she is describing. Ann Eliza recalls that she “had always
secretly admired the oratorical and impersonal tone of Evelina’s letters,” but that they were
“literary compositions rather than records of personal experience” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters
331). Again, an aesthetic construction blocks access to reality. With growing suspicions that
something is amiss with her sister, “she could not but wish that Evelina had laid aside her
swelling periods for a style more suited to the chronicling of homely incidents. She read the
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letter again and again, seeking for a clue to what her sister was really doing and thinking; but
after each reading she emerged impressed but unenlightened from the labyrinth of Evelina’s
eloquence” (Wharton, Bunner Sisters 331).33 Finally, Ann Eliza senses something is out of place
in the aesthetic construct of her sisters’ flowery prose and for the first time attempts to pierce
through the frame to reach the underlying reality.
Interestingly, even after the grim naturalist decline suffered by the consumptive Evelina
and Ann Eliza’s first glimpse at her bleak job prospects after being forced to close their shop,
Ann Eliza’s romantic perspective wins out. She walks out of the smart shop in which she was not
even considered for a position due to her age, and, unaccountably, regains a romantic perspective
on the city.34 Her romantic perspective is picked up by narrative voice, and the last words of the
novella are as follows: “The great city, under the fair spring sky, seemed to throb with the stir of
innumerable beginnings. She walked on, looking for another shop window with a sign in it”
(Wharton, Bunner Sisters 366). Just as Thursdale regained his controlling position at the end of
“The Dilettante,” so, too does Ann Eliza regain her romantic perspective, through which, despite
the death of her sister, the failure of her shop, and the dearth of her job prospects, New York City
“seemed to throb with the stir of innumerable beginnings.” This speaks to the reversion to the
aesthetic perspective seen in “The Dilettante,” and again presents the question of art’s human
costs.

33

Hochman reads the opacity of Evelina’s letters as part of Wharton’s critique of
unsophisticated reading and writing practices. Totten sees Ann Eliza’s inability to decipher the
letter as part of her increasing inability to encode (through controlling narratives) and decode the
world around her in her sisters’ absence.
34
Fleissner points to the ambiguous tone of the ending as characteristic of some naturalist
texts like Bunner Sisters and Sister Carrie, both of which end “in medias res” (Fleissner 542).
She sees these as opening up new potential temporalities through which women’s lives can be
experienced and understood beyond the linear temporality of the marriage plot.
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There is indication that Wharton viewed herself as both one of the practitioners and one
of the casualties of the aesthetic perspective. Near the end of “The Life Apart,” chronicling her
affair with Morton Fullerton, Wharton famously relates experiencing a conversation with her
husband as “the key in my prison-lock” (Price, McBride 682). This suggests that her relationship
with her husband is a prison that separates her from real experience. But she goes on to qualify
her remark: “And yet I must be just. I have stood it all these years, & hardly felt it, because I had
created a world my own, in which I lived without heeding what went on outside” (Price,
McBride 682). Tellingly, the description of her imaginative realm is put in the same language of
a world apart from reality that she uses here to describe her marriage. Both statements reveal
Wharton’s sense that she lives in an ordered, but smothering, life within her mother’s home that
keeps her from a real engagement with life, but the slippage between a construct that entraps (her
marriage) and one that sustains (her imaginative realm) is instructive for understanding a central
part of Wharton’s life and work.
The contrast between these two formulations can be attributed to the distinction between
the marriage in which she felt trapped and the literary “world” she created and into which she
escaped. And indeed, as Wolff points out, there is much evidence to support the idea that, for
Wharton, aesthetic projects served the psychological function of ordering and controlling a
reality in the face of which she felt powerless (54). Yet, the protective function of her aesthetic
constructs was, like her marriage, also in tension with a real engagement with life.
Nowhere is Wharton’s personal investment in the dynamic between aesthetic constructs
and lived reality more readily apparent than in her love diary and her letters to Morton Fullerton.
While she ultimately shares the diary with Fullerton and keeps him in mind throughout as a kind
of audience [“I shall have the illusion that I am talking to you, & that … something of what I say
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will somehow reach you” (Price, McBride 670)]; there is a distinct sense that the intimacy she
describes in the diary is somehow only accessible to her through her aesthetic reformulation of it
in the diary. Kenneth Price and Phyllis McBride make this point when they say: “at times the
‘mystic nearness’ she sought with Fullerton could be better achieved in the diary and
correspondence than in person” (666). And indeed, this sense is palpable in the diary because she
describes there a degree of intimacy that her letters to him reveal her to have been incapable of in
person. This is clear if we compare her description in her diary of her and Fullerton’s
communication to her apologies in her letters for her inability to communicate. In the diary she
gushes: “I felt for the first time that indescribable current of communication flowing between
myself & someone else” (Price, McBride 672). Yet in a letter, she belies her difficulty in actually
communicating: “the other day, when you were reproaching me for never giving you any sign of
my love for you, I felt like answering: ‘But there is a contact of thoughts that seems so much
closer than a kiss’” (Price, McBride 674). What she describes as having wanted to say resonates
with her persona in the love diary, but the reference to his reprimand for her coldness describes a
very different woman actually operating in their relationship.
In the controlled realm of her diary, it seems, she is able to construct the romantic
character she longs to be with Fullerton; but her letters reveal a lover who often feels herself at a
loss in the face of an overwhelming experience. Once again, then, a tension exists between
aesthetic constructs and lived experience. And, once again, there is a human cost to the price of
art. While for Wharton, real expression is only possible within the frame of her aesthetic
construct, she is always aware of the limitations of that approach. Ultimately, she, like Thursdale
and Ann Eliza, returns to the safety of the aesthetic frame through which she views reality,
regardless of the human cost of her own real engagement with life. The fact that she, herself, is

165

both artist and casualty of art here suggests an interesting approach for understanding her
reaction to modernist experimentations with form.
Wharton’s relationship to the aesthetic frames which she continually questioned but
ultimately chose as the means through which to experience reality, might provide a way to
understand her reaction to modernist formal experimentation. Wharton openly rejects what she
deems to be artistic “formlessness” in The Writing of Fiction, but as we can see from the way
that aesthetic frames (or forms) function in “The Dilettante,” Bunner Sisters and “The Life
Apart,” frames themselves are morally problematic, as they always entail a human casualty.
Wharton and her characters ultimately choose form, however, despite its limitations, evidenced
in the fact that the aesthetic frame always returns as the lens through which the aestheticizing
character (Thursdale, Ann Eliza, herself) chooses to view reality. Robin Peel describes an
interesting way to understand Wharton’s ultimate commitment to formal constructs in his
discussion of her relationship to conservative discourse:
These conservative discourses, which surrounded her from childhood and were
questioned by her but never rejected, led her to esteem duty and the power of society over
the individual, and made anathema to her Old New York principles the anarchy implicit
in her reading of the aesthetic and cultural implications of modernism (11).
Peel attributes to Wharton a sense that what exists outside the frame of the conservative
discourse she questioned, but ultimately accepted, was a dangerous formlessness. Similarly, that
which exists for Wharton outside the frames of her aesthetic constructs is anarchy: for herself, as
suggested in Wolff’s analysis and as is evident in Wharton’s architectural work and “Love
Diary;” for her characters, as is manifest in “The Dilettante” and Bunner Sisters; and for the
forms of fiction, as she argues in The Writing of Fiction. Attending to the real sense of danger
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that Wharton sensed lurked outside of formal constructs illuminates her ultimate calculation that
the human cost inherent to aesthetic frames, even of her own real engagement with experience,
was, ultimately, worth it.

Part 3: Homosocial Domesticity in Wharton’s Late Fiction

Appreciation of the complex dynamic between form and chaos in Wharton’s work gives
us a new way to look at the female relationships that play such a central role in her fiction.
Wharton Criticism that takes up the problem of gender has generally been focused on how she
portrays the social and economic agency of middle class women with respect to the men who
define their horizons. Those critics who have examined homosocial relationships in Wharton’s
work tend to characterize them as destructive. In Edith Wharton’s Women: Friends and Rivals,
Susan Goodman breaks from this trend by taking seriously Wharton’s historical and fictional
investment in female relationships. Goodman argues that women in Wharton’s novels share a
secret sorority bound together by healthy competition (2). She points to the way in which Lily
Bart, in particular, turns again and again to other women for help. In this reading, Lily perishes
because she has no real alternative to the institution of heteronormative marriage into which she
cannot bring herself to enter. I am following Goodman in characterizing Wharton’s homosocial
relationships as more than just competitive, but I disagree with her account of Wharton’s failure
to explore alternatives to heteronormative domesticities. In fact, the intense homosocial
domesticities of The Old Maid and Mother’s Recompense are prime examples of Wharton’s
thinking through options other than the normative home.
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Recently, there has been some critical interest in homosociality in Wharton’s fiction.
Meredith Goldsmith, for instance, has looked at Charity Royall’s homosociality in Summer,
contending that Charity’s relationships with other women are characterized by the envy,
irritation, and frustration that work on affect in nineteenth-century literature associates with
middle-class identity formation (66). Other critics, such as Lori Harrison-Kahn and Johanna
Wagner, have begun to look more specifically at Wharton’s representation of sexuality.
Harrison-Kahn draws on the contemporary definition of “queer,” already understood as an act of
de-centering identity, to examine the way race and sexuality function to throw white femininity
off-kilter in The House of Mirth (36). And Johanna Wagner examines Lily through the frame of
Judith Butler’s concepts of livable/ unlivable lives to argue that, ultimately, Lily is queer because
of her embodiment of the ideal and her disruptive desire for herself (117). As these examples
illustrate, scholars interested in homosociality incline towards Wharton’s earlier work, a fact that
seems to confirm the popular sense that Wharton lost her political edge in the 1920’s and 30’s.
And yet, Wharton’s later work is filled with subtly radical representations of women living, and
often raising children, together in the absence of men. In this section, I push the inquiry into
Wharton’s homosociality into her later work by examining the queerness of the female
relationships in The Old Maid and The Mother’s Recompense. My aim is to bring out the ways
that intense female relationships set in the confines of city homes point to the opportunities the
urban domestic generates for re-configuring heteronormative structures of identity. Wharton’s
interest in these alternative domesticities indicate that she was thinking through similar ideas as
the radical material feminists with which this chapter began, even if she wasn’t actually
corresponding or collaborating with them.
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I have chosen The Old Maid and The Mother’s Recompense for a few reasons. First, these
are late works, published in 1924 and 1925, well into the period that critics tend to write off as
Wharton’s artistic decline characterized by a turn away from the social, economic, and gender
issues that shape her earlier novels like The House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country. Yet,
many of Wharton’s later texts feature single, older women living in non-normative, often
homosocial configurations, and the narrative centering of these traditionally marginal characters
inherently begs social, economic, and gender questions. I argue that Wharton’s later fiction is not
a break from, but rather an intensification of her early interest in the limitations placed on
women in modern society. Wharton’s abiding interest in the role that domestic architecture plays
in this dynamic is further evidence that any critical bifurcation one imposes on Wharton’s oeuvre
is an artificial schematization of what is actually an organic progression.
These two works illustrate Wharton’s use of domestic architecture to explore the
problematic of motherhood as both a metaphor and a determinative physical structure.
In Wharton’s scheme, both architecture and motherhood shape lived experience, so that, as we
will see below, the architectural determinism that grounds her early design work in Decoration
of Houses, which holds that the built environment produces subjectivity, has a parallel in the way
that motherhood functions as a form of consciousness that her female characters inhabit, even
when they try to leave. However, motherhood also has a fraught relationship in Wharton’s texts
to physical domestic architecture in that her mothers grapple with their place in the prescriptive
spaces of bourgeois homes. Thus Charlotte sacrifices even her own claim to her daughter in
order to ensure Tina is raised in the “right” house, and Delia becomes Tina’s defacto mother by
virtue of her position as mistress of that middle class home. Conversely, Kate’s failure to reinhabit her role as Anne’s mother is figured an inability to fully occupy her house. In both texts,
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motherhood grants access to inherited homes that afford the stability of old New York identity,
defined against the chaotic city street outside on the one hand, and transgressive sexual energy
within on the other. The instability of Wharton’s maternal domesticity leaves spaces within what
would otherwise be normative structures for the exploration of alternative identities.
In The Old Maid, Delia and Charlotte, who are cousins, raise Tina, Charlotte’s secret
illegitimate child, together. No one, including Tina, knows that Charlotte is Tina’s biological
mother. Tina, who grew up amongst Delia’s other children, refers to Delia as “mother,” and
Charlotte as “Aunt Chatty.” The dynamic of homosocial maternity in this text is complicated by
the fact that Delia had also loved Tina’s striving, artistic father, but married a dull member of an
established knickerbocker family instead. This conventional move is embodied in the old, stodgy
home that she acquires through her marriage and which she, Charlotte, and Tina inhabit after her
husband’s early death. The novel opens on a scene in which Charlotte confesses to Delia that she
is Tina’s mother; she seeks advice because her fiancé, who is Delia’s brother-in-law, does not
want her to continue to care for Tina, who he thinks is an orphan. Delia devises a way for her and
Charlotte to raise Tina together, but Charlotte’s marriage is sacrificed in the process. Much of the
novel is given over to the fraught period when Charlotte and Delia attempt to negotiate Tina’s
place in society as she reaches womanhood without the blood ties (as she is ostensibly an
orphan) that would give her a firm position in New York’s social structure. The relationship
between Delia, Charlotte, and Tina is marked by uncanny, circuitous routes of identification that
culminate in a bizarre wedding scene between the two older women before the altar where Tina
is to be married the next day. Below we will see the role that the Ralston home plays in the
homosocial motherhood in this text.
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Both The Old Maid and Mother’s Recompense center on the ineluctable nature of
motherhood, but whereas Charlotte sacrifices her marriage to a man she loves in order to stay
with her illegitimate child, Kate Clephane abandons her daughter in pursuit of a more fulfilling
life for herself. The Mother’s Recompense is the story of Kate Clephane, who ran away from her
stifling husband and young daughter to live an unmoored existence in Europe. The novel begins
when her now grown child, Anne, recalls her to New York City following the death of Anne’s
grandmother. Because Anne’s father died years earlier, the way is now clear for Kate to regain
her place in New York City society and as Anne’s mother. However, once Kate has returned, she
learns that Anne is engaged to be married to the younger man with whom Kate experienced a
sexual awakening years earlier. So whereas Charlotte and Delia’s stifled sexual fulfillment drives
them on to more and more impassioned mothering, Kate Clephane chooses her sexual identity
over her motherhood in The Mother’s Recompense. As in The Old Maid, the family home that
Kate flees from and then later attempts to re-inhabit provides stability in the face of urban chaos
but also suppresses Kate’s sexual identity.
In both narratives, women’s sexual actualization is incompatible with a place in New
York City society—thus Charlotte is forced to live the marginal life of a spinster aunt to her own
daughter who never learns the truth about their relationship, and Kate finds her sexual identity
monstrously obtrusive when she tries to re-inhabit her role as Anne’s mother. This raises
important and understudied questions about the role of sexuality in Wharton’s conception of
identity and lends another valence to the costs of the aesthetic perspective (here, life in New
York City society) that we examined in the last section. Whereas Delia is raising the love-child
she never had with Clem Spender, Kate is grappling with the consequences of not having raised
her child, and in both texts, the sight of the young woman constantly sends the older protagonists
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into self-searching reveries about their past experiences and missed opportunities. Thus the cost
of life in New York is measured here in a sacrificed sexual fulfillment that is depicted to be
central to these women’s identities.
It is noteworthy here that Tina, an illegitimate orphan raised by two women, is arguably
the most consistently loved and diligently cared for of all of the child characters in Wharton’s
texts. This is another way in which The Old Maid, written during the period Wharton is thought
to have been less interested in politics, participates in her long-standing critique of gender norms
meant to preserve social reproduction that often short circuit the things they are trying to protect.
Wharton’s texts defy late 19th- and early 20th-century domestic culture designed around the
nuclear family because the best maternal figures—Delia and Charlotte here, Susy Branch in
Glimpses of the Moon, Judith Wheater of The Children—are adoptive mothers living in
unconventional spaces. New York’s domestic architecture thus factors into Wharton’s depiction
of motherhood as an embodiment of the conservative societal structure that arbitrarily constrains
women. The problematic traced in section 2 of this chapter, where architecture was a means
through which Wharton explored the unstable relationship between form and chaos picks up a
particularly urgent cast here as the mothers in these texts struggle to reconcile their sexual
identity to the identity embodied by their inherited homes in the context of a modernizing city.
In both The Old Maid and Mother’s Recompense, the aesthetic frame of domestic
architecture imparts a conservative force. In the opening of The Old Maid, New York’s built
environment is conflated with the Ralston family character: “In this compact society, built of
solidly welded blocks, one of the largest areas was filled by the Ralstons and their ramifications
… (which) represented the conservative element that holds new societies together as seaplants
bind the seashore” (Wharton, The Old Maid 84). Domestic architecture and conservative mores
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are described here as social glue particularly important in America’s new-world class structure.
The effect these conservative forces have on subjectivity is illustrated in the scene after Delia
learns that Charlotte has a love child with Clem Spender. Delia reflects on the inertia of her
bedroom’s appearance: “Nothing had ever been changed in the room which, even as a bride, she
had planned to modernize. All her dreams of renovation had faded long ago. Some deep central
indifference had gradually made her regard herself as a third person, living the life meant for
another woman, a woman totally unrelated to the vivid Delia Lovell who had entered that house
so full of plans and visions” (Wharton, The Old Maid 149). It is significant that Delia turns to her
room’s unchanging decoration after learning of her cousin’s secret, impassioned life. For one
thing, this is part of a recurring trope of calm surfaces that conceal tempestuous depths; the novel
opens with a description of New Yorkers living “in a genteel monotony of which the surface was
never stirred by the dumb dramas now and then enacted underground” (Wharton, The Old Maid
83). But the uncanny description of the “third woman” whose life Delia feels she is living points
to the fraught dynamic between a domestic architecture that determines social roles, if not
character or subjectivity, and the identities it never completely extinguishes. Delia’s former self
still inhabits the house in a reverse haunting where the specter is more vivid than the haunted.
Like The Old Maid, Mother’s Recompense begins with a mother in her bedroom. But
whereas Delia is described as having slowly become the product of her conservative domestic
space, Kate’s ephemeral domesticity reflects the fact that she escaped her place in New York
City’s domestic economy. The opening of The Old Maid lingers on the heavy furniture that fills
Delia’s room, while the opening to Mother’s Recompense, by contrast, describes the play of light
in Kate’s bedroom as she lingers on memories of romantic experiences. This points to the fact
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that Delia’s identity is lent solidity and permanence by her place in an old New York home,
while Kate’s identity is fluid because she transgressed New York’s bounds.
Cynthia G. Wolff’s discussion of The Mother’s Recompense stresses Kate Clephane’s
problematic relationship to identity and time. In the first scene, when Kate misunderstands the
telegram she has received, reading “Mrs. Clephane dead” to refer to herself and not her estranged
mother-in-law, Wolff argues, “Wharton intends the macabre irony of the message:” “Mrs.
Clephane, Kate herself, is dead … avoiding change and artfully eluding the effects of time’s
progress, has obliterated all ties, all responsibilities, all continuity in life. If it has conferred
‘freedom,’ its gift constitutes an exemption form the very thing that might confirm her sense of
self” (Wolff 350). In Wolff’s reading, the economies of time, responsibility, and identity are
inextricably linked and ineluctably associated with the meaning-granting frame of New York
society. Having transgressed the boundaries of that social structure, Kate is thrust into a liminal
space and her shirking of her social responsibilities manifests in her uncanny youth and her
unstable sense of herself.
And indeed, Kate recognizes “the first streak of gray on her temples” only when she
decides to re-inhabit her New York home and re-enter New York society as Ann’s mother
(Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 10). In focusing on the price Kate pays for her freedom,
however, Wolff seems to ignore the life-and-death struggle that Kate’s position in society costs
her and the real sense of agency, if not identity, she gains in leaving for good. Wolff focuses on
what Kate loses by ultimately deciding to escape, saying she is “cursed” in the end, “to shun the
human satisfactions of flesh-and-blood relationships, hugging to herself the consoling,
unchanging memory of one ‘grand’ gesture” (Wolff 358). Yet, despite Kate’s sense that “she
would tell Anne the truth, and then go away and never see her again; and that would be death”
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(Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 184), we will see that another threat to Kate’s livelihood is that
which Anne and the urban domesticity to which she is tied poses to Kate’s sexual identity.
When she receives Anne’s summons, Kate must attempt to fit Anne into her sense of
identity, which, since her ‘sexual awakening’ has been determined by her relationship to Chris.
She engages in a “complicated finger-reckoning” in order to ascertain Anne’s age:
If Chris were thirty-three, as he certainly was—no, thirty-one, he couldn’t be more than
thirty one, because she, Kate, was only forty-two . . . yes, forty-two . . . and she’d always
acknowledged to herself that there were nine years between them; no, eleven years, if she
were really forty-two … then little Anne must be nearly twenty … but how old would
that make Chris? Oh, well, he must be older than he looked … And of course she’d never
been that dreadful kind of woman they called a ‘baby snatcher’” (Wharton, Mother’s
Recompense 9).
This passage reveals a lot about Anne’s character – her cavalier attitude towards time and aging
is evident, but more importantly, her relationship to Chris emerges as the foundation of her sense
of self: the one thing she is sure of is their relative age. Kate is always a lover before she is a
mother and Anne is thus relegated to a subordinate position in the triangulation of Kate’s psyche
in relation to Chris. But Kate’s comment that Chris must be older than he looks because she is
not a “baby-snatcher” points to the central problematic of Kate’s attempt to restructure her
identity. Recalling the fact that Kate is, of course, not a baby snatcher, but rather a woman who
abandoned her baby, her disavowal of the former ‘crime’ suggests her ultimate anxiety about the
latter. The ‘experiment’ in the text, is therefore not whether Kate can re-enter the economy of her
domestic life in New York society but rather whether she can accommodate the baby she
abandoned into her sexually awakened psyche.
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The traditional literary treatment of the incommensurability of motherhood and sexuality
is cast in particularly urgent terms in The Mother’s Recompense. The recurrent gothic tropes of
ghosts and animated corpses suggest that Anne’s sexuality can be avowed only at the cost of
Kate’s life. Thus, in every scene after Anne’s announcement of her intention to marry Chris, one
of the women is described as pale and bloodless. Just as Anne is cast in the role of a vampire
when Kate imagines that “her whole self had passed into the young body pressed pleadingly
against her” (Wharon, Mother’s Recompense 187), so, too, does Kate fear that “to destroy
Anne’s happiness seemed an act of murderous cruelty” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 218).
In this light, Kate’s decision to leave her meaning-granting position in society is its own “fleshand-blood” consideration, because she refuses to purchase stable social identity at the cost of
what she experiences as life-sustaining sexuality. If she loses her sense of identity in time by
leaving New York, she gains the sense of a meaningful life in the limited fact that “it had been
her own choice to fly as she had” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 262). And the meaninggranting frame of the house itself prevents Anne from avowing the semi-incestuous truth of her
relationship to Chris. At one point, Kate is on the verge of confessing the truth to Anne, but she
feels silenced by the room they are in: “Kate glanced desperately about the imprisoning room.
Every panel and moulding of its walls, every uncompromising angle or portly curve of its
decorous furniture, seemed equally leagued against her, forbidding her, to speak” (Wharton,
Mother’s Recompense 170). The house is imbued with an agency here that imposes itself on
Kate’s attempt to avow her sexual identity.
Conservative domestic architecture in these texts is put in tension with the rapidly
modernizing city street. When Kate returns to New York City, she remarks on the contrast
between the chaotic street and the unchanging home: “it was a new, an absolutely new, Fifth
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Avenue; but there was nothing new about Anne’s house. Incongruously enough—in that fluid
city, where the stoutest building seemed like atoms forever shaken into new patterns by the
rubble of Undergrounds and Elevateds—the house was the very one which had once been
Kate’s, the home to which, four-and-twenty years earlier, she had been brought as a bride”
(Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 32). The Ralston family house is impervious to the change that
characterizes the rest of the urban landscape. Significantly, domestic architecture is here in
contrast with other “buildings,” and Kate imagines the home as entirely impervious to the
physical influence of the “undergrounds” and “elevateds” built for the lower class masses who
generally characterize the period’s concept of the city. The tension between the identity-granting
walls of the home and the anonymous city-scape beyond it is the same we saw at work in the
trips to the park in The Bunner Sisters. Accordingly, Kate’s early trip through the city streets
with Anne is described as a mesmerizing spectacle:
The rush through the vivid air; the spectacle of the new sumptuous city; of the long
reaches above the Hudson with their showy architecture and towering ‘Institutions’; of
the smooth Boulevards flowing out to cared-for prosperous suburbs; the vista of Fifth
Avenue, as they returned, stretching southward, interminably, between monumental
facades and resplendent shop fronts—all this and the tone of Anne’s talk, her
unconscious allusions, revelations of herself and her surroundings, acted like champagne
on Kate Clephane’s brain, making the world reel about her in a headlong dance that
challenged her to join it (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 48).
This mercurial scene is contrasted with the following one, where Kate lingers in the door of the
Ralston dining room, “startled by the discovery that it was still exactly the same room”
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(Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 51). Thus we can see domestic architecture here as another
instance of an aesthetic frame that keeps urban chaos at bay.
Yet domestic architecture is not just an inert frame in which identity is conferred; it also
spatializes interiority. In The Old Maid, architectural structures embody characters’ interior lives.
When Charlotte reveals her motherhood to Delia, it seems to shake the physical house: “Her
married cousin looked at her with a start. Something thrilled in her voice that Delia had never
heard in it, or in any other human voice, before. Its echo seemed to set the familiar world
rocking, and the Axminster carpet actually heaved under Delia’s shrinking slippers” (Wharton,
The Old Maid 85). Delia’s reaction is externalized here as the house itself registers her inability
to assimilate Charlotte’s tale of illicit sex into the conventional frame of her middle class home.
Delia’s reaction is again spatialized when Charlotte delves into the details of her past: “It came
over (Delia) with a shudder of repugnance that such things, even if they had to be said, should
not have been spoken in her bedroom, so near the spotless nursery across the passage” (Wharton,
The Old Maid 97). There is a sense that the house functions here as what Bachelard would call a
shell, so that it is an extension of the main characters’ interior lives. This is why Delia seems to
react through her house, registering a threat in Charlotte’s story to the parts of the home
considered most sacred to the domestic ideology Charlotte’s actions transgressed: the mother’s
bedroom and the nursery.
It is because the home is figured an extension of the characters’ subjectivity—with all the
complicated dynamics subjectivity entails—that resistance against domesticity’s conservative
force is possible. Delia’s bedroom is thus described as both a physical manifestation of
Charlotte’s “world,” and a prison from which she hopes to escape: “Charlotte looked around the
sunny prosperous room as if it were the image of her world, and that world were a prison she
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must break out of” (Wharton, The Old Maid 95). If Wharton ascribes to an architectural
determinism that holds subjectivity to be a product of the built environment, this passage bears
the promise, however unfulfilled for Charlotte in this text, of potentially upsetting the process.
Delia’s realization that her mental horizon has been circumscribed by the Ralston domestic scene
is attended by a similar suggestion of enclosure:
As Delia sat there, before the hard-coal fire in its arched opening of black marble, her
citron-wood work-table at her side, and one of the new French lamps shedding a pleasant
light on the centre-table from under a crystal-fringed shade, she asked herself how she
could have passed, in such a short time, so completely out of her usual circle of
impressions and convictions—so much farther than ever before beyond the Ralston
horizon. Here it was, closing in on her again, as if the very plaster ornaments of the
ceiling, the forms of the furniture, the cut of her dress, had been built out of Ralston
prejudices, and turned to adamant by the touch of Ralston hands” (Wharton, Mother’s
Recompense 111).
The uncanniness of this passage demonstrates another potentially resistive aspect of spatialized
interiority. We see a movement here from a patently conventional domestic setting into one in
which the home is essentially monstrous: the sentimental tableau, complete with citron-wood and
soft light from a crystal-fringed shade gives way to “adamant” personified architecture that
closes in on Delia after she passes momentarily beyond its boundaries. The tension between the
domestic as a force of conservatism in the face of the city street and as a metaphor for interiority
produces a generative instability that often registers as uncanny.
For instance, when Charlotte is first introduced in The Old Maid, Delia has been gazing
into a mirror in her bedroom, lost in thought about Charlotte’s impending wedding. Charlotte’s
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sudden appearance startles her in a classic horror sequence: “Chatty!’ Delia exclaimed, pushing
back her chair as she saw her cousin’s image reflected in the glass over her shoulder” (Wharton,
The Old Maid 93). Charlotte has burst into Delia’s room to unburden herself about her true
relationship to Tina, a revelation we saw above Delia feels actually pulls the rug out from
beneath her. It also disrupts both the normative narrative Delia had been ascribing to Charlotte’s
marriage, and the one Delia herself had been living up to this point, since this scene binds her to
Charlotte in what will become an intense homosocial domesticity.
The Mother’s Recompense, too, is replete with references to ghosts and haunting after
Kate learns of Anne and Chris’ romance. The sunshine with which we saw the book began is
abruptly clouded over when Kate first comes upon Chris in Anne’s studio: “Silence fell. Kate
struggled to break it, feeling that she was expected to speak, to say something, anything; but
there was an obstruction in her throat, as if her voice were a ghost vainly struggling to raise its
own grave-stone” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 103). The image of Kate’s undead voice
trying to unearth itself in a cemetery is characteristic of the imagery in the second half of the
novel and reinforces the cost to her identity of staying in New York. The horror motif extends
into the rest of the scene in which Kate is eerily doubled, described ventriloquizing herself in an
attempt to maintain appearances: “Kate Clephane continued to sit there between them, hugging
her new self in her anxious arms, turning its smooth face toward them, and furtively regulating
its noncommittal gestures and the sounds that issued from its lips” (Wharton, Mother’s
Recompense 107). The other-worldly aspect of these scenes speaks to the disruption caused by
homosocial domesticity.
This disruption surfaces elsewhere as homoeroticism. As the The Old Maid progresses
and Delia and Charlotte come to live and raise Tina together, the scenes between them take on
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increasingly romantic overtones. In another scene set in Delia’s bedroom, after Delia invites
Charlotte and Tina to live with her, the women hold each other for hours: “The two cousins
continued to lean against each other without speaking. The ormolu clock ticked out the measure
of their mute communion in minutes, quarters, a half-hour, then an hour: the day declined and
darkened, the shadows lengthened across the garlands of the Axminster and the broad white bed”
(Wharton, The Old Maid 109). The sexual tension evident in this scene builds until the night of
Tina’s wedding, when Charlotte and Delia fight over who will perform the ceremony of
informing the young bride about her new sexual responsibilities, and they have their own kind of
wedding ceremony. Delia and Charlotte sit in the room where the wedding altar is prepared for
the next day, and Delia realizes that “‘till death came, she and Charlotte would sit alone together
beside the evening lamp” (Wharton, The Old Maid 170). The scene, and narrative, climaxes with
Delia and Charlotte standing before the altar as Charlotte avows that when she came to Delia in
the first scene of the novel, she knew that Delia’s love of Clem would compel her to become a
second mother to Tina: “You’ve always thought of him in thinking of Tina—of him and nobody
else! A woman never stops thinking of the man she loves … That was what I gambled on, you
see—that’s why I came to you that day. I knew I was giving Tina another mother” (Wharton,
The Old Maid 175). Tina’s wedding thus marks the recognition of a life-long union, not only
between Tina and her fiance, but also between Delia and Charlotte.
Kate and Anne’s relationship is often erotically charged in Mother’s Recompense as well.
The descriptions of Kate’s love for Anne is almost always sexually suggestive. For instance,
Kate day-dreams about Anne: “Mrs. Clephane closed her eyes with a smile of pleasure, picturing
Anne (as she had not yet seen her) with bare arms and shoulders, and the orient of the pearls
merging in that of her young skin” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 61). Kate here anticipates
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the sight of her daughter’s bare flesh with all the smiling anticipation of a young lover. And
again, there is a suggestion of incest in the description of Kate’s reaction to her realization that a
young woman like Anne would likely get married at some point: “Her sense of security, of
permanence, was gone, She understood now that it had been based on the idea that … she and
Anne would always remain side by side. The idea was absurd, of course; if she followed it up,
her mind recoiled from it. To keep Anne for the rest of her life unchanged, and undesirous of
change—the aspiration was inconceivable” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 68). Kate’s sense
that her desire had been “monstrous,” and “inconceivable” suggests the possibility of Kate
longing for an inappropriate possession of her daughter. This suggestion is reinforced in the
many instances when Kate shrinks at the horror of admitting her sexual past with Chris, and asks
herself: “Was that why she had felt from the first as if some incestuous horror hung between
them?” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 222). 35
One way to understand what is going on between the women in these texts is that their
mother/ daughter relations are examples of what Kent calls “proto-lesbian” identity formations.
Kent argues that mother/ daughter relationships are at times openly eroticized in nineteenthcentury sentimental culture, and that these relationships constitue “proto-lesbian identifications,
identities, and desires” (5). Kent explains that the tension between the homosocial and the
homoerotic distinguishes ‘women’s culture’ as a demarcated space and that this tension was
intensely productive for the formation of female subjectivity, regardless of whether it led to
lesbian self-identification or not. In this chapter, we have seen Wharton’s participation in the
concern with homosocial relationships, interiority, and domestic space that Kent describes. And
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fragment titled “Beatrice Palmato” that relates an explicit sex scene between a father and his daughter.
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Kent goes on to figure the dynamic a product of the blurring of public and private spaces in the
19th century home with which Wharton was concerned in Decoration of Houses: “it is precisely
the increasingly ideological instability between the private and the public that allowed for these
new formations of identification and desire to emerge” (Kent 15). Kent’s explanation of the
interrelation of domestic space and the homoeroticism of the mother/ daughter relationship helps
us see how the mothers in Wharton’s late fiction participate in a wider cultural exploration of the
potentialities of women’s domestic space. So by these lights, the blurring of public and private
spaces inherent to nineteenth century motherhood and domestic architecture gave rise to
homoerotic relationships that were not literally sexual but that opened up new possibilities for
identification.
We should remember at this point that Wharton criticizes contemporary domestic
architecture for just such blurring of the boundaries between the public and private in Decoration
of Houses. Benert points to the erosion of a distinction between public and private in Wharton’s
later fiction as evidence of her waning interest in architecture. She explains: “the interiors (of
Wharton’s later fiction) are expected to provide identity to the characters, a focus, that the
characters lack themselves. Drawing rooms and boudoirs serve as de facto public spaces, where
major conflicts and confrontations are witnessed by uninvited and unwelcome others … the
effect is to erode all meaningful boundaries, allowing neither for intimacy nor for public life”
(Benert 200). Yet, as the passages examined above indicate, some of the most intimate scenes in
Wharton’s oeuvre occur between women in close relation to their domestic architecture in these
later works. The scenes of conflict between Charlotte and Delia, for instance, are far more
intimate and explicitly involve their domestic scenes than do those between Lily Bart and

183

Lawrence Selden.36 And tracking the blurring of public and private in these texts suggests a
thematic significance that gets lost when they are discounted as artistically anomalous.
Mother’s Recompense opens in the intimacy of Kate’s bedroom, where she has her first
communication with Anne in the form of a telegram. After this beginning, though, we quickly
get the sense that Kate’s rudderless life takes place in an almost endless succession of public and
semi-public spaces. Looking over her schedule, she lists the day’s appointments:
At eleven, a hat to try on; eleven-thirty, a dress; from then to two o’clock, nothing; at
two, a slow solemn drive with poor old Mrs. Minity (in the last-surviving private victoria
in the town); tea and bridge at countess Lanka’s from four to six; a look in at the Rectory
of the American church, where there was a Ladies’ Guild meeting about the Devastated
Regions’ Fancy Fair; lastly a little dinner at the Casino, with the Horace Betterlys and a
few other pals (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 12).
It is notable that Kate spends almost no time in her own domestic setting; without an established
home, she is literally adrift. The only private space listed here is the provisional seclusion offered
by Mrs. Minity’s victoria. Soon after looking over her itinerary, Kate ponders her relationship to
the crowd in a moment of self-recognition:
She inclined to a quiet restaurant in a back street; then the old habit of following the
throng, the need of rubbing shoulders with a crowd of unknown people, swept her
automatically toward the Casino, and sat her down, in a blare of brass instruments and
hard sunshine, at the only table left. After all, she had often heard Chris say, one could
feel more alone in a crowd . . . But gradually it came over her that to feel alone was not in
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Lawrence Selden and Lily Bart.
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the least what she wanted. She had never, for years at any rate, been able to bear it for
long; the crowd, formerly a solace and an escape, had become a habit, and being face to
face with her own thoughts was like facing a stranger (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense
17).
Kate bears a striking resemblance to Poe’s man of the crowd in the beginning of this passage,
swept along in search of refuge from herself; but the second half reveals a desire for intimacy
that is figured unattainable in public space. It is striking that her impending return to New York,
where her stable identity, after all, resides, is what makes her “face” herself here.
By contrast to her European life, once she arrives in New York, Kate is rarely outside of
a domestic setting, especially before Chris’ arrival on the scene. The city street is described for
the first time from the vantage point of her bedroom’s window, reinforcing the distinction
between urban and domestic space as she turns from the view to seek “refuge” in the home’s
“familiar big-patterned chintz, the tufted lounge, the woolly architecture of the carpet” (Wharton,
Mother’s Recompense 35). Yet Benert is right in pointing out that the interiors Kate occupies are
permeated with elements of publicity. Kate constantly worries about how others are viewing her
during the many extended-family gatherings that occur in semi-public dining rooms.
Her fears are unfounded, though, as she finds that even family life has taken on the
attributes of the city street in New York. First, she realizes that when she left the frame of New
York society, she fell into almost complete obscurity: Kate has trouble wrapping her head
around “the incredible fact that, for (Fred) and all her husband’s family … her life, after she had
left them, had been divided into two sharply differentiated parts: the brief lapse with Hylton
Davies, the long expiation alone. Of that third episode, which for her was the central fact of her
experience, apparently not a hint had reached them” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 42). Kate
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is shocked to find that her relationship with Chris was conducted under the cloak of a distinctly
modern anonymity usually associated with life in the 19th-century city. Their affair left no traces
in New York. What’s more, she finds the family ethos shares the relentless forward march with
which she was struck in the street: she remarks that Fred Landers, “like everyone else around
her,” was “caught up in the irresistible flow of existence” (Wharton, Mother’s Recompense 57).
Thus, the family accepts her back into the fold, not out of love or kindness, but because “such
retrogressions were jolting and uncomfortable affairs, and the line of least resistance flowed
forward, not back” (57). To reject Kate would necessitate attention be paid to the past, when the
family’s, like the city’s ethos is forward-facing.
The Old Maid, too, can be seen as centrally concerned with the relationship between the
public and the private, since it is the injunction against bringing foreign elements such as a
supposedly orphaned child into the house that requires Charlotte to break off her engagement to
Joe, thereby setting off the chain of events that constitute the plot of the novel. In the first scene,
Delia learns that Charlotte has been secretly raising her daughter by running an orphanage, and
that she will not marry Joe if it means giving up her role as Tina’s primary care giver. As Delia
experiences her familiar world overturned by this revelation, the one piece of solid ground is her
understanding that Joe cannot risk bringing a supposed foundling into his home: she thinks to
herself, “Of course Joe could not let his wife risk bringing contagion into their home—that was
safe ground to dwell on” (99). The one thing Delia can be sure of is that the domestic sphere
must serve as a bulwark against the flux of the city. Yet, the rest of the text is about how the
strictures that determine what kinds of relationships belong in the middle class home are up for
revision.
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Furthermore, many of Delia and Charlotte’s negotiations center around how to manage
the distinction between the relative publicity of the hallways in their home and the privacy of the
bedrooms, as Delia and Charlotte repeatedly find themselves standing outside of doorways,
listening to or wondering about the scene within. Accordingly, one of their major conflicts is
over the arrangement of sleeping quarters. When Delia’s eldest daughter marries and moves out
of the house, Charlotte asks to move from the traditional place of the older single woman that she
has been occupying in the attic to the bedroom that adjoins her daughter’s. Delia, accustomed to
using this space for nightly chats with her own daughter and Tina realizes that she “had looked
forward more than she knew to the quiet talks with Tina to which the little boudoir would have
lent itself” (Wharton, The Old Maid 135). Attuned to the way in which architecture fosters
certain relationships, Delia realizes that Charlotte must have resented these late night talks, and
she herself bitterly laments the loss of the space that made them possible. After Charlotte has
moved to her new room, Delia realizes that “In truth, she dreaded to pass the threshold where,
evening after evening, the fresh laughter of the two girls used to waylay her while Charlotte
Lovell already slept her old-maid sleep on the floor above” (Wharton, The Old Maid 136). This
speaks to the power of domestic architecture to nurture or suppress particular relationships and
identities, since Charlotte’s old-maid persona is situated in a particular space of the home. And
after Charlotte moves downstairs, moreover, the three women—supposedly two cousins and an
orphan—occupy the three main bedrooms of the house, presenting a striking reconfiguration of
the conventional, heteronormative home.
In The Old Maid and Mother’s Recompense, we see a blurring not only of the boundaries
between the public and the private, but also between the identities of the mothers and daughters.
Delia and Kate repeatedly feel the boundary between themselves and their daughters (or
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daughter-figures) break down. As Delia watches Tina live out the type of romance she rejected
for herself, she imagines herself in Tina’s place: “The older woman, whose whole life had been
shaped and coloured by the faint reflection of a rejected happiness, hung dazzled in the light of
bliss accepted. Sometimes, as she watched Tina’s changing face, she felt as though her own
blood were beating in it, as though she could read every thought and emotion feeding those
tumultuous currents” (168). Likewise, Kate has the bizarre sense that she is Anne at several
points in the text: “Kate Clephane sat motionless in that persuasive hold. It did not seem to her,
at the moment, as if she and her child were two, but as if her whole self had passed into the
young body pressed pleadingly against her” (60). She has sensations both that she becomes Anne
and that Anne becomes her. In the scene in which she is introduced to Chris as his future motherin-law, she imagines she can see herself in Anne:
And, in the mad phantasmagoria, there was Chris himself, symbolizing what she had
flown to in her wild escape; representing, in some horrible duality, at once her sin and its
harvest, her flight and her return. At the thought, her brain began to spin again, and she
saw her own youth embodied before her in Anne, with Anne’s uncompromising scorns
and scruples, Anne’s confident forward-looking gaze (202).
This passage is marked by the erosion of a distinction between mother and daughter, and its
doubling and repetitions —the “horrible duality” of Chris, and of Anne and Kate as his lovers,
the repetition of flight and return as well the sentence structure—point to what Elizabeth
Freeman might call the queer temporality of this text.
A consideration of Freeman’s account of how time, timing, and tempo are used to
enforce normative identities and enact breaks from them reveals how the temporality of
Wharton’s late novels work to explore alternative subject formations. In the preface, Freeman
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explains how the dominant arrangement of time and history produces a historical narrative that:
organizes various temporal schemae into consequential sequence … Instead, I track the ways that
nonsequential forms of time (in the poem, unconsciousness, haunting, reverie, and the afterlife)
can also fold subjects into structures of belonging and duration that may be invisible to the
historicist eye (xi). Freeman, like Lee Edelman in No Future, ascribes heteronormativity to
teleology, or what Freeman calls “consequential sequence” here. Teleology is heteronormative
by virtue of the ways that ideologies and practices such as industrialization, domesticity, and
genealogies are bound up with each other and founded on the future-oriented nuclear family.
Thus Freeman looks at ways that “delay, detour, and deferral” can be queer by virtue of their
disruption of the “relentless forward moving of the heterochronope” (8). Wharton’s homosocial
domesticities participate in the elaboration of what Freeman traces as “ways of living aslant to
dominant forms of object-choice, coupledom, family, marriage, sociability, and self-presentation
and thus out of synch with state-sponsored narratives of belonging and becoming (xv).

Just as

we saw the various sexually unruly identities of Wharton’s protagonists haunting their homes
despite the ways in which their domestic scenes produced their characters, Freeman shows us the
ways these alternative temporalities attest to the identities that exist despite the forces that
attempt to regulate and determine the possible modes of being: she describes “queerness as a
powerful site from which we might read another kind of failure: not just of progressive
movements, but the failure of Western ‘modernity’ and the capitalist system that organizes it to
completely overwrite or take up all of the meanings and energies that they aim for” (xvi).
Alternative temporalities make space for unsanctioned identities to form. They also create
alternative circuits for the relationships that define domesticity, most notably, those between
mothers and daughters. Freeman explains, “in these texts blood enters a different bodily
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economy that is, in turn, a temporal economy binding mothers and daughters (if, in this logic,
they can still be called those names) through means other than synchronous intimacy or
genealogical sequence” (47). This provides an interesting approach to understanding how the
homosocial relationships in Wharton’s work operate in a queer time.
The mothers and mother-figures in Wharton’s work are out of sync with time. This is
particularly true of the ways that Tina and Anne provide the impetus for Delia and Kate to
constantly relive their actual and imagined pasts, but we can see the same dynamic at work in the
The Bunner Sisters where Anne Eliza’s care taking of Evelina is often characterized as maternal.
The heterochronotope in that text is represented by the clock, which disrupts their homosocial
domesticity with a disastrous love-plot. In The Old Maid and The Mother’s Recompense, Delia
and Kate struggle to fit their alternative tempos to the heterochronotope of New York society.
Delia constantly experiences disturbing flash-backs of her previous life, and she also often falls
into dreamy reveries while thinking about or looking at Tina. The structure of the texts
themselves takes on these alternative tempos as well, as they both involve endless deferrals and
delays, marked in particular by the fact that they end before the wedding that provides the plot’s
narrative tension. Moreover, because these texts thereby defy neat generic sorting—they are not
melodrama, realism, nor sentimental literature—they speak to Jennifer Fleissner’s description of
the way new ideas about women made new types of narratives possible.
Fleissner explores the ways in which naturalism, usually thought of as a hyper-masculine
genre, is actually centrally concerned with the agency of women like Tina McTeague and sister
Carrie who appear stuck in compulsive repetitions. She explains how these compulsions, such as
Tina counting money and Carrie in her rocking chair, constitute a focus on the home and its
generative possibilities:
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it is the very focus on the domestic and daily that opens up a space for the representation
of new perversities, new tensions and open-ended struggles within that feminine realm.
The inclusion of more and more details of daily, bodily life within history’s text (as the
individual life represents it) leads not to that feeling of more perfect completeness but
rather to its opposite, to the sense of the impossibility of completion—what I have been
terming the compulsive sensibility (Fleissner 30).
Fleissner helps us see how the circuitous temporalities of Wharton’s later works revamp the
domestic as a site of agency for women. Wharton’s mothers ultimately choose new, homosocial
domestic configurations for themselves, thus imbuing the conventionally repressive space of the
middle class home with the new possibility of women’s self-actualization.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman also turned to the figure of motherhood and the precepts of
material feminism to flesh out her counter-cultural ideas in the utopian novel, Herald. Herland
is a faux-memoir about three American men who set out on an expedition that is literally off the
map: “The expedition was up among the thousand tributaries and enormous hinterland of a great
river, up where the maps had to be made, savage dialects studied, and all manner of strange flora
and fauna expected” (Gilman, Herald 4). They begin to hear of a “terrible Woman Land in the
high distance … (a) strange country where no men lived—only women and girl children”
(Gilman, Harland 4). Despite warnings of its danger, the three men seek out the secluded
civilization and are held captive for years by the matriarchal society that has reproduced through
parthenogenesis for two thousand years.
Herland is Gilman’s way of thinking through the idea, which she shared with Wharton,
that American women are stunted by their place in American domestic life. Whereas Wharton
compared American women to French women to develop this idea, Gilman creates a utopia of
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mothers to illustrate the limitations of American womanhood. Both authors drew on the energy
of the material feminists to imagine domesticity reset with homosocial relations at its core
instead of the heterosexual family. The result in Herland is that the kind of partnership that we
saw both Gilman and Wharton call for in Part 1 of this chapter becomes possible. The three men
eventually marry residents of Herland, and the narrator’s description of his relationship with his
wife is instructive when compared to the uneven relationships described in Wharton and
Gilman’s non-fiction about American marriages: “There was a sense of understanding, of
identity, or purpose. We discussed—everything. And, as I traveled farther and farther, exploring
the rich, sweet soul of her, my sense of pleasant friendship became but a broad foundation for
such height, such breadth, such interlocked combination of feeling as left me fairly blinded with
the wonder of it” (Gilman, Herland 93).
Deepening the connection between Gilman and Wharton’s thinking is the emphasis on
the built environment and architecture in Herland. As the men approach Herland for the first
time, the cleanliness and order of the civilization is described in detail before any characters get
developed. We are told that the explorers “paid small attention to the clean, well-built roads, to
the attractive architecture, to the ordered beauty of the little town” (Gilman, Herland 16). The
infrastructure is elaborated upon to make the point that women can build cities, but more than
that, the built environment is described in detail to emphasize the fact that Herland was designed
(as Wharton would have American homes) to be both aesthetic and pragmatic. Thus, the
description of the captive’s quarters use the same terms that structured Decoration of Houses: “A
big room, high and wide, with many lofty windows whose closed blinds let through soft green-lit
air; a beautiful room, in proportion, in color, in smooth simplicity” (Gilman, Herland 27). The
principles of balance, proportion, and simplicity recall Wharton and Codman’s emphasis on the
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classical tenets of architecture and suggest an evocative link between domestic design and
progressive politics.
Admittedly, Gilman goes farther than Wharton when she fantasizes about a homosocial
basis for national identity in Herland: “They had no exact analogue for our word home, any more
than they had for our Roman-based family. They loved one another with a practically universal
affection, rising to exquisite and unbroken friendships, and broadening devotion to their country
and people for which our word patriotism is no definition at all” (Gilman, Herland 97). Yet the
criticism of American domestic life rooted in domestic architecture is shared, so that we can
imagine Wharton partaking in the incredulity of the residents of Herland when the men try to
explain what housewives with servants do all day: “We explained as best we might. We talked of
‘social duties,’ disingenuously banking on their not interpreting the words as we did; we talked
of hospitality, entertainment, and various ‘interests’ (Gilman, Herland 100). Both Wharton and
Gilman balked at the domestic world these terms circumscribed, and both therefore worked to
rearrange America’s sexual politics by rearranging the American home.
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